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Foreword to the 1995 Edition 


W hen I think back upon my father's life, it amazes me how 
much he accomplished in such a short time. He was only 
forty-eight years old when he passed away but within that 
time, the experiences he had and the people he encountered 
were as varied and rich as if he had lived for hundreds of years. 

Often people would ask him how he was able to adapt to so 
many diverse cultures, and how he was able to deal with the 
tremendous hardships of his life. Always his answer would be 
that it was due to the rigorous traditional training and 
education that he received in Tibet while he was young. It 
might appear to the reader that the Tibet of Chogyam 
Trungpa's youth was medieval; it seems so distant from today's 
modern world, and so harsh. Ironically, however, it was that 
very training, with its simplicity and realness, that gave him 
the foundation that enabled him to relate with this modern 
world. 

My father had two distinct roles in his life, corresponding 
with the periods of his life spent in the East and the West. 
During the first part of his life, since he was recognized as the 
incarnation of a famous teacher, people had high expectations 
of him. Many of the lamas and monks at the monastery were 
quite concerned that he be able to fit into his traditional role 
and continue the work of his predecessor. He very much had to 
fulfill the ambitions of the monastic community, as well as 
those of the laypeople of his religion. 

Once he left Tibet, his role was quite different—almost totally 
the opposite. In the West, very few people knew much about 
Buddhism as a whole, and they knew even less about the role 
of a lama, a spiritual teacher. People had little basis for any 



kind of expectations. In many ways, this was incredibly 
liberating for Chogyam Trungpa, and in fact it enabled him to 
become one of the most prominent Buddhist teachers of his 
time. His unique gift was that he was able to synthesize the 
ancient wisdom of Buddhism and transmit it to the West in a 
clear and concise way that was both meaningful and refreshing 
—so much so that a new generation of Western practitioners 
was born. 

Born in Tibet is a unique book, one that I personally have 
always loved to read. It is not just a historical document, a book 
about Tibetan culture, but it reveals many subtleties of what 
that life was actually like. It shows the spiritual development of 
teacher and disciple, and it illustrates the humanness that 
everyone possesses, regardless of culture, and the politics that 
come about from that. 

Even though my father was not particularly a nostalgic 
person, he had tremendous pride in his Tibetan heritage, which 
he transmitted to me in various ways. Occasionally in the 
middle of the night, we would prepare bandit soup together. 
This was one of his favorite Tibetan delicacies, which was 
simply raw meat with hot water poured over it. 

Knowing the tremendous hardships and challenges that 
confronted Chogyam Trungpa, and how he was able to 
overcome them through his courage, humor, and his faith in the 
spiritual disciplines of Tibet, I have always found this book 
inspiring. I hope that you too may be inspired by his example, 
and that this book will continue to benefit numberless beings. 

The Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche 

November 25, 1994 

Karme Choling 



Foreword to the 1977 Edition 


S tories of escape have always enlisted the sympathy of 
normal human beings; no generous heart but will beat 
faster as the fugitives from civil or religious persecution 
approach the critical moment that will, for them, spell captivity 
or death, or else the freedom they are seeking. The present age 
has been more than usually prodigal in such happenings, if only 
for the reason that in this twentieth century of ours, for all the 
talk about "human rights," the area of oppression, whether as a 
result of foreign domination or native tyranny, has extended 
beyond all that has ever been recorded in the past. One of the 
side effects of modern technology has been to place in the 
hands of those who control the machinery of government a 
range of coercive apparatus undreamed of by any ancient 
despotism. It is not only such obvious means of intimidation as 
machine guns or concentration camps that count; such a petty 
product of the printing press as an identity card, by making it 
easy for the authorities to keep constant watch on everybody's 
movements, represents in the long run a still more effective 
curb on liberty. In Tibet, for instance, the introduction of such a 
system by the Chinese Communists, following the abortive 
rising of 1959, and its application to food rationing has been 
one of the principal means of keeping the whole population in 
subjection and compelling them to do the work decreed by 
their foreign overlords. Formerly Tibet was a country where, 
though simple living was the rule, serious shortage of 
necessities had been unknown: Thus, one of the most contented 
portions of the world has been reduced to misery, with many of 
its people, like the author of the present book, choosing exile 
rather than remain in their own homes under conditions where 



no man, and especially no young person, is any longer allowed 
to call his mind his own. 

Hostile propaganda, playing on slogan-ridden prejudice, has 
made much of the fact that a large proportion of the peasantry, 
in the old Tibet, stood in the relation of feudal allegiance to the 
great land-owning families or also to monasteries endowed 
with landed estates; it has been less generally known that 
many other peasants were small holders, owning their own 
farms, to whom must be added the nomads of the northern 
prairies, whose lives knew scarcely any restrictions other than 
those imposed by a hard climate and by the periodic need to 
seek fresh pasturage for their yaks and sheep. In fact all three 
systems, feudal tenure, individual peasant proprietorship and 
nomadism have always existed side by side in the Tibetan 
lands; of the former all one need say is that it naturally would 
depend, for its effective working, on the regular presence of 
the landowner and his family among their own people; in any 
such case, absenteeism is bound to sap the essential human 
relationship, bringing other troubles in its train. In central 
Tibet a tendency on the part of too many of the secular owners 
to stop in Lhasa, with occasional outings down to India, had 
latterly become apparent and this was to be accounted a 
danger sign; further east, in the country of Kham to which the 
author belongs, unimpaired patriarchal institutions prevailed 
as of old and no one wished things otherwise. Of the country as 
a whole it can be said that, generally speaking, the traditional 
arrangements worked in such a way that basic material needs 
were adequately met, life was full of interest at every social 
level, while the Buddhist ideal absorbed everyone's intellectual 
and moral aspirations at all possible degrees, from that of 
popular piety to spirituality of unfathomable depth and purity. 
By and large, Tibetan society was a unanimous society in 
which, however, great freedom of viewpoint prevailed and also 
a strong feeling for personal freedom which, however, did not 
conflict with, but was complementary to, a no less innate 
feeling for order. 

At the same time, it must not be supposed that the Tibetans 



had developed—or had any occasion to develop—an ideology of 
liberty of the type familiar in the West: A Tibetan experiences 
freedom (like any other desirable state, moreover) "concretely/' 
that is to say through his being rather than through its 
conceptual image in his thinking mind. The presence or 
absence of interference in his life tells him how far he is or is 
not a free man and he feels little need to call in abstract 
criteria for the sake of defining his own condition. By nature 
and habit he is "down to earth," hence also his preference for 
an almost material phraseology when trying to express the 
most subtle metaphysical and spiritual truths; that is why our 
word philosophy is but rarely appropriate in a Tibetan context. 
Whatever a Tibetan undertakes, he will do it wholeheartedly 
and when the wish to do that thing leaves him he will banish it 
just as completely from his thoughts. The same holds good for 
the religious life; by comparison with many of us, an average 
Tibetan finds contemplative concentration, with its parallel 
exclusion of irrelevant thinking, easy: The reader need not be 
surprised, when he comes to the description of the author's 
early training under various teachers, at the unswerving 
singlemindedness shown by one so young. In Tibet this is a 
normal attitude for one of his kind. 

Another characteristic common to Tibetans of all types, not 
unconnected with the ones already mentioned, is their love of 
trekking and camping. Every Tibetan seems to have a nomadic 
streak in him and is never happier than when moving, on 
ponyback or, if he is a poor man, on foot through an unpeopled 
countryside in close communion with untamed nature; rapid 
travel would be no travel, as far as this quality of experience is 
concerned. Here again, one sees how a certain kind of life 
helps to foster the habit of inward recollection as well as that 
sense of kinship with animals, birds, and trees which is so 
deeply rooted in the Tibetan soul. 

Tibetans on the whole are strangers to the kind of sophistry 
that in one breath will argue in favor of human brotherhood 
and of the irresponsible exploitation of all man's fellow beings 
in order to serve that interest reduced to its most 



shortsightedly material aspect. As Buddhists they know that all 
are in the same boat, tossed together on the ocean of birth and 
death and subject to a selfsame fatality. Therefore, for those 
who understand this truth, compassion is indivisible; failure in 
one respect will, unfailingly, instill poison into everything else. 
This is not some abstruse idea reserved for monks or lamas; 
people of the humblest degree are aware of it, though the 
saints exemplify it more brightly. It is one of the great joys of 
being in Tibet to witness the results of this human attitude in 
the lack of fear displayed by bird and beast in all parts of the 
country. Admittedly most Tibetans, though averse to hunting or 
fishing, are meat eaters and could hardly be otherwise in a land 
of such prolonged winters where in any case the range of 
available foodstuffs is very limited. Nevertheless this fact is 
accounted a cause for regret; no one tries to prove that it is 
completely innocent and devoid of spiritually negative results. 
It is a common practice for people to abstain from the fruit of 
slaughter on certain days, as a kind of token of intent; while 
anyone who succeeds in keeping off meat altogether, as in the 
case of certain lamas and ascetics, will invariably earn praise 
for doing so. 

It is hard to believe that if such an atittude were more 
general the prospects of peace on Earth would not be that 
much brighter. If one wishes to pull up the taproot of war one 
has to seek it at a level far deeper than that of social or 
political events. Every Tibetan faithful to his tradition knows 
this plainly; it is only when he adopts the ways of our 
civilization that he will begin to forget this truth, together with 
many other things. 

It may perhaps now help the reader to be told something about 
the historical background of the present story, with particular 
emphasis on such events as affected conditions in eastern Tibet 
during the period just prior to the time when the author's 
personal narrative starts. 

After the Chinese Revolution of 1912, when the Manchu 
dynasty fell, the suzerainty the Emperor had exercised in this 



country (since 1720) was repudiated by the Tibetans; Chinese 
influence in Tibet had in any case been dwindling all through 
the nineteenth century. Not long before the fall of the Manchus, 
their last viceroy in the westerly Chinese province of Szechuan, 
Chao Erfeng, a hard and ambitious man, made an attempt (the 
first of its kind) to bring Tibet under direct Chinese 
administration; his troops occupied Lhasa in 1910. When the 
empire collapsed, however, giving way to a republic, the 
Tibetans rose and drove out the Chinese garrisons from the 
two central provinces of U and Tsang; Tibetan national 
independence in its latest phase dates from that time. 
Moreover, a further extension of the territory governed from 
Lhasa took place in 1918, when Tibetan forces succeeded in 
occupying the western part of Kham which thenceforth 
remained as a province of Tibet with its administrative center 
at Chamdo, a place often referred to in the pages to follow. 

The new Sino-Tibetan boundary consequently ran through 
the middle of the Khampa country, with people of Tibetan race, 
that is to say, dwelling on both sides of it; but paradoxically it 
was those districts that remained nominally under China that 
enjoyed the most untrammelled independence in practice. 
Occasional interference from neighboring Chinese "warlords" 
apart, the local principalities, akin to small Alpine cantons, 
which provided the typical form of organization for a valley, or 
complex of valleys, in this region were left so free to manage 
their own affairs that people there must have been practially 
unconscious of, and equally indifferent to, the fact that, in the 
atlases of the world, their lands were colored yellow as forming 
part of greater China. Under these conditions, which went back 
a long time, the Khampas had developed a peculiar sense of 
local independence which needs to be understood if one is to 
grasp the significance of many of the events mentioned in this 
book. 

By comparison with the districts still attached to China, the 
part of Kham governed by Lhasa-appointed officials felt, if 
anything, less free; which does not mean, however, that the 
Khampas were lacking in loyalty to the Dalai Lama, as spiritual 



sovereign of all the Tibetan peoples: They were second to none 
in this respect. Only they did not see why an unbounded 
devotion to his sacred person need imply any willingness to 
surrender jealously treasured liberties at the bidding of others 
acting in his name. In their own country the Khampas much 
preferred the authority of their own chieftains ("kings" as the 
author describes them), personally known to everyone; laws or 
levies imposed from a distant center was not a thing of which 
they could recognize the necessity for their own valleys had 
always run their own affairs quite successfully on the basis of a 
self-contained economy and from their point of view nothing 
was to be gained, and much lost, by exchanging the old, homely 
arrangements for control by the nominees of a capital that lay 
in another province far to the west. Besides, some of the 
governors sent to Chamdo made matters worse by extorting 
from the local inhabitants more perquisites than what long- 
established custom would sanction. When the Chinese invaded 
Tibet in October 1950 they were at first able to exploit these 
discontents in their own favor by saying they would put an end 
to the exactions of the Tibetan officials. It was not till afterward 
that the clansmen of those parts realized, too late, that the 
change from capricious harassment to a meticulously 
calculated squeezing had not worked out to their advantage. It 
is hardly surprising that when eventually popular exasperation 
at Communist interference broke out in armed revolt it was the 
Khampas who bore the brunt of the patriotic movement and 
provided its most daring leaders. 

* * * 

It is hoped that enough has now been said by way of setting the 
stage for the Lama Trungpa's reminiscences: Those are given 
with typically Tibetan matter-of-factness; he neither tries to 
feed the reader with opinions nor does he, for the sake of 
logical coherence, introduce information gathered after the 
event; the inevitable gaps in one man's experience are left, just 
as they were, unfilled. All the author does is to relate whatever 
he himself saw, heard, and said; as each day brought its fresh 



needs and opportunities, he describes how he tried to act, 
adding nothing and omitting nothing—the lama obviously has a 
most retentive memory for detail. Surely this way of presenting 
facts makes the documentary value of such a chronicle all the 
greater, illustrating, as it does, all the hesitations and 
uncertainties of a situation no one was prepared for, the 
doubts, the changes of plan, the conflicts of advice, out of 
which gradually grows the firm resolve, carrying out of which 
forms the second and most dramatic part of the book. 

The first appearance of the Communists on what previously 
seemed like an idyllic sense is typical, it occurs almost casually: 
When they turn up one day people ask themselves what this 
means, but when nothing very unpleasant happens—none of 
the expected looting by the soldiers, for instance—everyone 
soon settles down again to his usual preoccupations. The 
soldiers pass on; the incident is half-forgotten. It is only some 
pages later that one discovers them again, first just across the 
Tibetan frontier at Chamdo, and long afterward in occupation 
of Lhasa, but how they got there one is not told. After a time 
one guesses that Tibet has capitulated, but is given few details 
simply because those actually involved in these events were 
often too cut off in their own locality to obtain a bird's-eye 
view; we in England, watching the international scene from 
afar were, in some respects, better able to build up a general 
picture. 

In fact, as the book shows, it was by no means easy for 
people in those remote districts immediately to form clear 
ideas about the nature of the new order in China. Moreover 
this also partly explains why the Tibetan government itself, 
while the Communist threat was developing, was rather 
hesitating in its reactions; a temporizing policy, so often 
resorted to by small nations facing pressure from a great 
power, may well have seemed preferable to crying Tibet's 
wrongs from the housetops regardless of conseguences. The 
Lhasa government has been criticized, with a certain justice, 
for lack of initiative in face of a danger calling for swift 
decisions; but it is only fair to make considerable allowance for 



circumstances, material and psychological, that were inherent 
in the situation from the very start of the crisis. 

The above remarks have somewhat anticipated on the 
sequence of events. The point I am trying to make is that it 
necessarily took some time before the author, young as he was, 
or his senior advisers were able to gather any precise 
impressions of what was to be expected under Communist rule. 
As the story unfolds we see an initial bewilderment gradually 
giving way to acute discomfort which in its turn becomes a 
sense of impending disaster. We hear that fighting has broken 
out in a certain valley, yet the adjoining valley may still be 
seemingly in enjoyment of its habitual calm, with everyone 
there intent on peaceful tasks—adding a wing to the local 
temple perhaps or preparing for the reception of a revered 
spiritual master. Eventually, however, the more wide-awake 
characters in the book begin to realize that this is no passing 
crisis: Tibet and its cherished way of life are facing a 
catastrophe without parallel in the past, one that no policy of 
“wait and see“ will enable one to live down. It is a time for far- 
reaching decisions if certain values, as well as one's own life, 
are to be preserved: Here again, one is allowed to see into the 
conflict of outlook between those who cling to the belief that 
this trouble, like others before it, will blow over if only people 
will have the patience to sit tight and those others who think 
that their imperative duty is to carry whatever they can of 
Tibet's spiritual heritage to someplace where the flickering 
spark can be rekindled in freedom; flight to India, the Buddha's 
native land, seems the only remedy left to them. These two 
much-canvassed points of view become focused, in this story, in 
the persons of the author himself and his elderly bursar, a well- 
meaning man not wanting in devotion, but typical of the 
mentality that is forever fighting shy of any solution that looks 
like becoming irrevocable. There is much pathos to be gathered 
from these repeated encounters between youthful virility ready 
to take the plunge and inbred caution for which “stick to 
familiar ways and wait" is the universal maxim to fit every 
unprecedented emergency. 



About the actual escape there is no call to speak here, except 
by remarking that at least one reader, while following this part 
of the story, has been repeatedly reminded of those young 
British officers of the late nineteenth century who found 
themselves launched by fate into positions of unusual 
responsibility at remote outposts of the empire: One meets 
here the same readiness to take crucial decisions time and 
again, the same light-hearted spirit maintained over long 
periods of suspense and danger, and in more critical moments, 
a similar capacity for instilling courage into the timid and 
endurance into the weak by the well-turned appeal, the timely 
sally—all these qualities were displayed by the chief actor in 
this drama in a completely unself-conscious manner. 

But after making this comparison, one still has to admit a 
certain difference, itself due to a very great difference in the 
respective backgrounds. This can be summed up in the fact 
that in the one case, aptitude for leadership rests on an 
acceptance of what are predominantly "Stoic" loyalties and 
values—Marcus Aurelius would have shared them gladly— 
whereas in the other, it is from the heart of contemplation that 
this strength is drawn forth; the center of allegiance lies there, 
thus endowing whatever action has to be taken under pressure 
of necessity with an unmistakable flavor of "inwardness." It is 
the lama who, speaking through the man, delivers his message 
and that is why, over and above its human and historical 
interest, this book has also to be treated as a Buddhist 
document in which much may be discovered by those who have 
the instinct to read between the lines. It is noticeable that 
whenever a pause in the action occurs there is an almost 
automatic withdrawal back into contemplation; the mind 
wastes no time in dwelling on its anxieties but finds within its 
own solitude, as well as in the stillness of nature, the means of 
refreshment and renewal. 

That a mind so attuned should harbor no enmity in return for 
injuries received seems only logical; in this respect the present 
history may well be left to speak for itself. Buddhism has 
always had much to say, not only about "compassion" as such. 



but also about what might be called its “intellectual premises/' 
failing which that virtue can so easily give way to a passional 
benevolence that may even end up in hatred and violence; this 
has been the persistent weakness of worldly idealists and of the 
movements they promoted. For compassion (or Christian 
charity for that matter) to be truly itself it requires its 
intellectual complement which is dispassion or detachment: a 
hard saying for the sentimentalists. Though feeling obviously 
has a place there too, it can never afford to bypass intelligence 
—as if anything could do that with impunity! This is a point 
which Buddhism brings out with implacable insistence: From 
its point of view compassion must be looked upon as a 
dimension of knowledge; the two are inseparable, as husband 
and wife. All this belongs to the basic tenets of the mahayana 
or “great way/' of which the Tibetan tradition itself is an 
offshoot; Tibetan art is filled with symbolic delineations of this 
partnership. It is important for the reader to be made aware of 
the fact that these ideas pervade the entire background of the 
author's thinking, otherwise he will miss many of the finer 
touches. 

It would be ungrateful to terminate this introduction to a 
remarkable book without some reference to the lady who 
helped the Lama Trungpa to put down his memories on paper, 
Mrs. Cramer Roberts; in fact, but for her encouragement in the 
first place, the work might never have been begun. In 
interpreting what the lama told her of his experiences she 
wisely did not try and tamper with a characteristically Tibetan 
mode of expression beyond the minimum required by correct 
English; in all other respects the flavor of the author's thought 
has been preserved in a manner that will much increase the 
reader's ability to place himself, imaginatively, in the minds and 
feelings of those who figure in the narrative; a more inflected 
style, normal with us, could so easily have covered up certain 
essential things. For the fine sense of literary discernment she 
has shown we all have to thank Mrs. Cramer Roberts, as also 
for the unstinting devotion she brought to her self-appointed 



task. 


Marco Pallis 
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How to Pronounce Tibetan Names and Words 

A SIMPLIFIED GUIDE 


I t is obviously impracticable here to aim at the kind of 
accuracy that would satisfy an expert in phonetics: The use 
of numerous small additional signs, for instance, such as one 
finds in serious grammars, would complicate the issue too 
much for ordinary readers. Therefore one must try to limit 
oneself to whatever the Latin alphabet, coupled with a few 
rather rough and ready explanations, will give; in fact, a 
reasonable approximation can be obtained by this means, as is 
the case with most foreign languages; the reader should find 
no trouble in applying the following hints concerning Tibetan 
pronunciation. 

Vowel sounds: These include the five open vowels, a , e, i, o, u 
which should be sounded as in Italian: A final e should never be 
muted, it is open like the rest; the Tibetan name Dorje does not 
rhyme with "George"; in French it would be written as "Dorje." 

To the above five should be added two modified vowels, 6 and 
il; these should be pronounced as in German. 

These seven sounds give the complete vowel range. 
Consonant sounds: Here the problem of transcription is 
somewhat more difficult. The prevailing dialects of Central 
Tibet, where the capital Lhasa is situated, and of eastern Tibet 
where the author belongs, contain a number of consonant 
sounds which, to a European ear, sound almost alike; there are, 
for instance, two kinds of k, two of t, and so on. Short of using 
an elaborate system of diacritic marks, puzzling to a 
nonscholar, one is compelled to make do, in many cases, with a 
single letter where Tibetans would use two. The reader need 
not be troubled with these fine distinctions. 



In the case of aspirated consonants such as kh, th, and so on 
both letters have to be sounded separately; they do not fuse to 
make an entirely new consonant as in the English word the for 
instance, or the Greek name Thetis. Sh, ch should, however, be 
sounded as in English. 

Note: There is no sound like our/in Tibetan. Ph, whenever it 
occurs, follows the rule as above, i.e. both letters are sounded 
as in map house. 

Special attention must be drawn to combinations such as tr, 
c/r in Tibetan: The author's name, Trungpa, is a case in point. 
The fact is that the r is not sounded independently; it only 
affects the preceding t or d by lending to it a slightly 
“explosive" character. What one has to do, in these cases, is to 
press the tongue hard against the palate, while sounding t or d 
as the case may be; it sometimes helps to think of an r while so 
doing. (In Tibetan quite a number of such letters exist, such as 
gr, tr, br, etc., which are all pronounced similarly; but obviously 
this aspect of the matter will only concern students of Tibetan 
who, in any case, will use the Tibetan alphabet.) 



ONE 

Found and Enthroned 


M y birthplace was a small settlement on a high plateau of 
northeastern Tibet. Above it, the celebrated mountain 
Pago Piinsum rises perpendicularly to more than eighteen 
thousand feet, and is often called "the pillar of the sky." It looks 
like a tall spire; its mighty crest towers under perpetual snows, 
glittering in the sunshine. 

Centuries before Buddhism was brought to Tibet, the 
followers of the Bon religion believed that Pago Piinsum was 
the home of the king of spirits, and the surrounding lesser 
peaks were the abodes of his ministers. Myths linger on among 
the country folk, and these mountains have continued to be 
held in awe and veneration in the district. 

The name of the place was Geje; it stands in a bare, treeless 
country without even bushes, but grass covered, and in the 
summer months the ground is bright with small flowers and 
sweet-smelling herbs whose scent in this pure air is thought to 
be curative; however, for the greater part of the year the whole 
land is under snow and it is so cold that the ice must be broken 
to get water. Two sorts of wild animals are peculiar to this 
province, the kyang or wild ass, and a kind of bison called a 
drong; both are found in herds of about five hundred each. The 
people live in tents made of yak's hair; the more wealthy have 
larger ones with several partitions, situated in the center of the 
encampment, while the poorer peasants live on the fringes. 
Each village considers itself to be one large family, and in the 
individual family, the members from the oldest to the youngest 
live together and own their herds of yaks and sheep in 
common. 



v>l I 



The fire, used for all domestic purposes, is always in the 
middle of the tent, and the shrine is in the far right-hand 
corner with a butter lamp burning continually before a 
religious picture, or a set of the scriptures. 

This northern area of East Tibet is called Nyishu-tsa-nga, and 
has twenty-five districts; the name simply means "twenty-five." 
At one time it was under a king who gave the district where 
Geje is situated the special privilege of having its highlanders 
chosen for his bodyguard on account of their courage. 

Geje was a small community of only about five hundred 
people. My father, Yeshe Dargye, owned a little land there; he 
met his future wife, Tungtso Drolma, when she was working for 
her relations, looking after the yaks and milking the females, 
which are called dris. They had one daughter, but when a 
second child was already in her womb he left her, and she 
married again, this time a much poorer man who, when the 
child was born, accepted him as his son. 

The night of my conception my mother had a very significant 
dream that a being had entered her body with a flash of light; 
that year flowers bloomed in the neighborhood although it was 
still winter, to the surprise of the inhabitants. 

During the New Year festival on the day of the full moon, in 



the Earth Hare year according to the Tibetan calendar 
(February 1939) I was born in the cattle byre; the birth came 
easily On that day a rainbow was seen in the village, a pail 
supposed to contain water was unaccountably found full of 
milk, while several of my mother's relations dreamt that a lama 
was visiting their tents. Soon afterward, a lama from Tashi 
Lhaphuk Monastery came to Geje; as he was giving his blessing 
to the people, he saw me, who at that time was a few months 
old; he put his hand over my head to give me a special blessing, 
saying that he wanted me for his monastery and that I must be 
kept very clean and always be carefully looked after. Both my 
parents agreed to this, and decided that when I grew older I 
should be sent to his monastery, where my mother's uncle was 
a monk. 

After the death in 1938 of the tenth Trungpa Tulku, the 
supreme abbot of Surmang, the monks at once sent a 
representative to His Holiness Gyalwa Karmapa, the head of 
the Karma Kagyu school whose monastery lay near Lhasa. 
Their envoy had to inform him of the death of the last abbot 
and to ask him if he had had any indication where his 
reincarnation would be found. They begged him to let them 
know at once should he obtain a vision. 

Some months later Gyalwa Karmapa was visiting Palpung 
Monastery in the province of Derge in Kham, which is Tibet's 
eastern region. Jamgon Kongtriil Rinpoche, who had been a 
devoted disciple of the tenth Trungpa Tulku and lived at 
Palpung, also asked him not to defer giving any possible 
indication, for the monks of Surmang were feeling lost without 
their abbot and were eager that his reincarnation should be 
found without delay. 

A vision had in fact come to Gyalwa Karmapa, who dictated a 
letter to his private secretary, saying that the reincarnation of 
the tenth Trungpa Tulku has been born in a village five days' 
journey northward from Surmang. Its name sounds like two 
words Ge and De; there is a family there with two children; the 
son is the reincarnation. It all sounded rather vague; however, 
the secretary and monks of the Dutsi Tel Monastery at 



Surmang were preparing to go in search of the few abbot when 
a second sealed letter was received at the monastery. Rolpa 
Dorje, the regent abbot of Diitsi Tel, called a meeting, opened 
the letter, and read it to the assembled monks. It said that 
Gyalwa Karmapa had had a second and much clearer vision: 
“The door of the family's dwelling faces south; they own a big 
red dog. The father's name is Yeshe Dargye and the mother's 
Chung and Tzo; the son who is nearly a year old is Trungpa 
Tulku.'' One senior monk and two others set off immediately to 
find me. 

After five days' journey they reached the village of Geje, and 
called on all the more important families; they made a list of 
the names of those parents who had children of a year old, and 
returned to Diitsi Tel. The list was sent to Gyalwa Karmapa, 
who was still at Palpung. He found that the monks had merely 
taken names belonging to important families and said that they 
must go again and make further enquiries. On receipt of this 
message a second party of monks was sent to the village, which 
in the interval had removed to higher ground and changed its 
name to Dekyil: This time they called on every family and made 
a thorough search. In one tent they found a baby boy who had 
a sister and, as had been written in Gyalwa Karmapa's letter, 
the entrance faced south and there was a red dog. Also, the 
mother's name was Bo Chung, though her family called her 
Tungtso Drolma; thus her name confirmed Gyalwa Karmapa's 
vision, but the father's name was different from that in the 
letter, and this caused a great deal of confusion; yet they 
looked closely at the baby, for as soon as he had seen them in 
the distance he waved his little hand and broke into smiles as 
they came in. So the monks felt that this must be the child and 
gave him the gifts which Gyalwa Karmapa had sent, the sacred 
protective cord ( sungdil ) and the traditional scarf ( khata ); this 
latter the baby took and hung round the monk's neck in the 
prescribed way, as if he had already been taught what was the 
right thing to do: Delighted, the monks picked me up, for that 
baby was myself, and I tried to talk. 

The following day the monks made a further search in 



another part of the village, then returned to say good-bye. As 
they made prostration before me, I placed my hand on their 
heads as if I knew that I should give them my blessing, then the 
monks were certain that I was the incarnation of the tenth 
Trungpa. They spoke to my mother asking her to tell them in 
confidence who had been my father. She told them that I was 
the son of her first husband, Yeshe Dargye, but that I had 
always been known as the son of my stepfather. This made 
everything clear to the monks, who immediately returned to 
Dutsi Tel. The news was taken to Gyalwa Karmapa who was 
sure that I, the child of Tungtso Drolma, was the eleventh 
Trungpa Tulku. 

Gyalwa Karmapa was about to leave Palpung Monastery on a 
tour in which Surmang would be included, and the monks 
realized that if he was to perform the ceremony of my 
enthronement it was necessary to bring me there immediately. 
Kargyen, the senior secretary of Dutsi Tel, with a party of 
monks came to my native village of Dekyil to fetch me. He had 
to proclaim his mission to the whole area and to consult all the 
heads of the villages and the representatives of the people, 
since ordinarily it was expected that they would demand land 
or money. However, everyone was cooperative and modest and 
no one asked for any gain for himself. Next, my parents had to 
be asked if they wished to live near Surmang, or would prefer 
to receive property in their own village. My parents decided 
that they would like to be given the land on which they lived; 
however, they told the secretary that at some future time they 
would be glad of permission to visit me at Surmang. 

When these things were settled we set off, with both my 
parents traveling in the party, for they were anxious to see 
Surmang. My mother stayed on in a house near Dutsi Tel in 
order to look after me until I was five years old, but my 
stepfather returned to his village. 

A messenger had been sent ahead to inform Dutsi Tel when 
we would arrive, and a great welcome was prepared. All the 
monks from Surmang and many from neighboring monasteries 



assembled some five miles distant from Dutsi Tel to form a 
procession to escort me. On that day the valley was misty and 
a rainbow appeared in the sky forming an arch over the 
procession, but as we drew near the monastery the 
surrounding mists dissolved, and the low clouds spread like a 
canopy hiding us from distant onlookers. 

At the monastery everything was in festival; all the monks 
were rejoicing. There were special ceremonies and a great 
feast was arranged. I have been told that, though I was only 
about thirteen months old at the time, I immediately 
recognized those monks in whom the tenth Trungpa Tulku had 
placed confidence, and that I behaved with the greatest 
decorum throughout the day and did not even cry once. 

A few days later I was put through a test; pairs of several 
objects were put before me, and in each case I picked out the 
one that had belonged to the tenth Trungpa Tulku; among them 
were two walking sticks and two rosaries; also, names were 
written on small pieces of paper and when I was asked which 
piece had his name on it, I chose the right one. Now the monks 
were certain that I was the incarnation, so a letter was sent to 
Gyalwa Karmapa telling him the results of the examination and 
inviting him to officiate at my enthronement ceremony. 

Every morning my mother brought me to the monastery and 
took me home with her in the evening. My earliest memory is 
being in a room with several monks who were talking to me, 
and I was answering them. I was told later that my first words 
were "om mani padme hum"; probably, I did not say them very 
correctly. When lamas came to visit me, I have been told that I 
used to clutch at their rosaries and try to imitate them. Every 
day that month, I held an audience and received visits from the 
friends and disciples of my past incarnation who took a great 
interest in me, and I always seemed to enjoy meeting people. 

At the end of the month my enthronement ceremony was to 
take place, and so I was taken to the larger monastery of 
Namgyal Tse. This time, instead of the joyous informality with 
which I had been welcomed at Dutsi Tel, a procession came to 



escort me and everything was done with pomp and ceremony. 

Gyalwa Karmapa arrived with some senior lamas from 
Palpung; other people came from all parts of East Tibet: About 
one thousand Surmang monks and twelve thousand other 
monks and laity finally assembled. My monks were delighted, 
for this enthronement was to be one of the largest in living 
memory. There were several incarnate lamas already at 
Surmang including Garwang Tulku the regent abbot of 
Namgyal Tse. Rolpa Dorje the regent abbot of Dutsi Tel was 
appointed to act as my sponsor and give my responses at the 
enthronement. Both were regent abbots of their respective 
monasteries in the interregnum after the death of the tenth 
Trungpa and during my minority and they remained so later 
when I was absent from Surmang. 

Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche was the fifth incarnation of the great 
Rolpa Dorje, a contemporary of the fifth Trungpa Tulku, and he 
had been the teacher of Tai Situ Chokyi Jungne in the early 
part of the eighteenth century; the latter was the second most 
important lama in the Karma Kagyu school; Tai Situ is a 
Chinese title. He had written many scholarly works and had 
revived the pictorial art of the "Gardri school." His teaching 
had been widely disseminated in Tibet, China, and India. 

My enthronement took place in the large assembly hall. The 
lion throne (seng trz), on which all tulkus are traditionally 
enthroned, stood at the farther end of the hall on a dais. It was 
made of gilt wood, sguare in shape, with white lions carved on 
the sides which appeared to be supporting it. On the throne 
there were three cushions, red, yellow, and blue, covered with 
two strips of brocade. A table was placed in front of it with all 
my seals of office. I was carried up the hall by the senior 
secretary of Dutsi Tel, escorted by a procession of the higher 
dignitaries. Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche stood at the foot of the 
throne, and my secretary handed me to him; he then mounted 
the dais and sat down in my place holding me on his lap and 
gave all the responses which should have come from me. 

According to tradition, the service began with the rite of the 
primary upasaka ordination, the entrance to the Buddhist 



congregation. Gyalwa Karmapa cut my hair to symbolize a 
cutting away from the material, and entering the spiritual, life. 
Then the regent abbot spoke in my name. 

From today I take refuge in the Buddha. 

From today I take refuge in the dharma (the norm , 
embodied in the doctrine). 

From today I take refuge in the sangha (the assembly or 
church both earthly and heavenly). 

At the moment when he put the scissors to my hair there was a 
clap of thunder, sudden rain, and a rainbow appeared. This was 
thought to be very auspicious. After this I was given my 
personal name Karma Tendzin Trinle Kunkhyap Pal Sangpo: All 
monks of the Karma Kagyu school are given the first name 
karma after their founder; roughly translated the remaining 
words mean: “the universal action of the holder of the doctrine, 
the gloriously good." Later that day I was given all the seals 
and official documents of the tenth Trungpa Tulku. Everyone 
came to receive my blessing and offered me ceremonial 
scarves. The incarnate lamas and heads of monasteries led the 
way, followed by monks and laypeople; they presented me with 
robes and many other gifts. 

After a few weeks Gyalwa Karmapa Rinpoche left for his own 
center close to Lhasa, and the senior tulkus from Palpung, after 
escorting him halfway, likewise returned to their monastery. 



The umbrella of protection. 


TWO 


The Founding of Surmang 


F or my life as the eleventh Trungpa Tulku to be understood, 
it is necessary to know the history of the Kagyii school to 
which the Surmang monasteries belonged. The basic teaching 
was introduced into Tibet by Marpa the Translator, a great 
adept. He made three journeys to India under most difficult 
conditions to study with Naropa and other Indian Buddhist 
gurus and brought back many precious teachings which he 
translated from the Sanskrit. He was one of the leading 
scholars of what is known as the New Translation period. 
Milarepa, later to become one of Tibet's greatest saints, 
became his chief disciple to whom he handed over the spiritual 
authority to carry on his work. Milarepa's poems and the 
moving story of his life were written down soon after his death 
by several of his own disciples; there is a good translation into 
English by Evans-Wentz, and an outstanding one into French by 
Professor Bacot. 

The monastic tradition of the Kagyii school was founded by 
Gampopa, a pupil of Milarepa born in 1079. His classical work 
The Ornament of Precious Liberation is still a leading manual 
in this school and has been translated into English by Dr. 
Herbert Guenther. 

Following Gampopa's teaching, separate schools developed 
under three of his disciples and one of them, Karmapa, founded 
the Karma Kagyii school and established the abbey of Tsurphu 
near Lhasa which continued to be the principal monastery of 
the order. Karmapa's first incarnation Karma Pakshi (1203- 
1282), an eminent teacher, was invited to China by the emperor 
Kublai Khan, and the second incarnation became the spiritual 
teacher of Kublai's successor. He was followed in this function 



by all the incarnations up to the tenth, who refused to go to 
China saying he would rather give his blessing to a dog's skull 
than to the emperor; he evidently disliked court life and did not 
wish to be connected with it even occasionally! The fifth 
Karmapa is especially known as the teacher of the Ming 
emperor Yung-lo and his influence on the spiritual and cultural 
thought of China was very great. 

At the end of the fourteenth century Trung Mase Rinpoche, the 
son of the king of Minyak in East Tibet left his father's palace 
to seek spiritual guidance. He traveled from place to place and 
came to the monastery of Tsurphu: There he met the fifth 
Karmapa Teshin Shekpa, who became his guru and under 
whom he remained in retreat for ten years, in conditions of the 
utmost austerity. Karmapa then told him that the time had 
come for him to go out to found a monastery and to begin 
teaching himself. 

He traveled around Tibet to find somewhere to establish it, 
and when he came to the valley of Yoshung he had the feeling 
that this was the place his teacher had predicted. He walked 
around the village with his begging bowl reciting the sutra 
(sacred treatise) Arya-manjushri-nama-sangiti, i.e., "the Perfect 
Song of the Name of Holy Manjushri," and felt that his search 
had come to an end when a woman came out of her doorway to 
put food in his bowl at the very moment that he had reached 
the words Chokyi gyaltsen lekpardzuk , which mean "Plant well 
the banner of the victory of dharma." This seemed to be such 
an auspicious sign that he immediately decided to build his 
monastery on that spot. This was the beginning of Surmang; 
and when its monks recite this sutra, they will pause at these 
words and repeat them a second time. 

At first Trung Mase built a small hut made with reeds: It was 
very primitive, with many corners. Disciples flocked to him, and 
some of them suggested that the monastery should now be 
given an imposing name, but he said that he was proud of his 
hut and since it was so irregular in shape it should be called 
Surmang, which means "many cornered." 



More and more disciples joined the monastery, of whom 
eleven were especially notable: Three of these remained with 
their guru in the hut while the eight others, who were 
spiritually advanced teachers (togc/en), carried their doctrine 
round the country. Trungpa Kiinga Gyaltsen was one of these: 
He was looked upon as an incarnation of Maitreya Bodhisattva, 
destined to be the buddha of the next world cycle, also of 
Dombipa, a great Buddhist siddha (adept), and of Milarepa. 

As his guru had also done, Kiinga Gyaltsen looked for a place 
for his monastery, and at one of the villages on his travels he 
was told the story of Dombipa, who when he came there was 
holding a cup of amrita (symbolically the elixir of immortality) 
in his hand, which he threw into space, saying, "Wherever this 
cup falls will be the place for my reincarnation." It fell on a hill 
in the valley which has since been called Diitsi Tel (Hill of 
Amrita). 

This story interested Kiinga Gyaltsen, and when thinking 
about it one night he had a dream in which his guru said, "You 
are an incarnation of Dombipa, and this is the place for your 
monastery." He was deeply moved, and the next day he felt that 
he must also throw a cup. He said, "If I am an incarnation of 
Dombipa, may my cup fall in the right place." He was five miles 
from the village but with the power of his word, the cup fell on 
the roof of Adro Shelu-bum, a large landowner's castle on the 
hill of Diitsi Tel. It made a ringing sound and at the same 
moment there was an earthquake. When he was told about 
Kiinga Gyaltsen's miraculous powers Adro Shelu-bum realized 
that he must be a disciple of Trung Mase, invited him to his 
palace, and was so deeply impressed by him that he became his 
devotee. He offered part of his home to his new guru to be used 
as a monstery, and undertook to feed the monks. As Trungpa 
Kiinga Gyaltsen intended to continue his own life of traveling 
and camping with his disciples, he did not want to establish a 
large monastery; he therefore thankfully accepted Adro Shelu- 
bum's offer and used it as a house of retreat for his monks. His 
camps became known as the Surmang garchen tengpa (the 
great camps of Surmang); many disciples joined them, and this 



mode of life was followed by his next three incarnations who 
were abbots of Diitsi Tel. 

In the meantime, Trung Mase in his hut monastery had 
gathered a great many disciples around him. It became 
overcrowded, and Adro Shelu-bum gave him a second gift. This 
time it was the entire castle of Namgyal Tse which was much 
larger than Diitsi Tel and had a spacious assembly hall; much 
land was included in the endowment, together with rocky 
mountains where there were several caves suitable for 
meditation. Trung Mase transferred his hut monastery to 
Namgyal Tse, but retained the name of Surmang for the entire 
group. 

As death approached he said that he would not reincarnate, 
as his teaching was both his incarnation and his portrait. 
Garwang, one of the eight notable togdens of the hut 
monastery, followed him as abbot. Surmang now included 
Namgyal Tse, Diitsi Tel, and several small monasteries, each of 
which had its own abbot. 

The fourth incarnation, Trungpa Kiinga Namgyal did not 
follow the camping way of life of his three predecessors, and a 
descendant of Adro Shelu-bum gave him the entire castle of 
Diitsi Tel for a separate monastery. Brought up by the disciples 
of his predecessor and also by the lamas of Namgyal Tse, he 
became a renowned teacher throughout East Tibet, and was 
widely known for his ability to continue for a long period in 
meditation without any bodily movement. Because of his 
reputation, Diitsi Tel, though a smaller monastery and with 
fewer monks than Namgyal Tse, was considered to be the more 
important. 

However, Trungpa Kiinga Namgyal wished to devote his life 
to meditation, and for six years he remained as a hermit in a 
cave about a mile from Diitsi Tel; then, having reached a high 
degree of spiritual insight he returned to his monastery. After a 
year or two he felt that he must travel to give his teaching 
outside. Asking his brother to take charge of Diitsi Tel, he left 
without any attendant and only a white yak to carry his books 
and baggage. It was a hornless breed of yak used for riding and 



easy to control by a single man by means of a ring in its nose. 
Trungpa Kiinga Namgyal made a tour of the holy places, 
traditionally 108 in number; these included caves where 
renowned gurus had meditated, ruined cities where one could 
contemplate the impermanence of life, and past battlefields 
and graveyards. 

Toward the end of his life he no longer needed to travel, for 
after he returned to his monastery disciples flocked to him, and 
he became the teacher of the whole Karma Kagyu school. He 
then wrote some sixteen treatises on various spiritual themes 
and founded further monasteries. 

Following in such footsteps, the fifth Trungpa Tulku was 
generally recognized as an important abbot. He was honored 
by the Chinese emperor early in the seventeenth century and 
received the official rank of hutukhtu , the Mongolian 
equivalent for a great teacher, with its particular seals, hat, and 
robe; the charter conferring the title was written on yellow silk. 
He became the supreme abbot of all the Surmang monasteries 
and his authority also extended over the whole province. 

At that time Diitsi Tel was extremely flourishing: The third 
Tulku Chetsang Rinpoche, himself a great artist, had 
superintended most of the decoration and had painted many of 
the thangkas (pictorial scrolls mounted on silk). The walls of 
the assembly hall were frescoed from floor to ceiling in red and 
gold with scenes from the life of Gautama Buddha, and above 
them were depicted one thousand buddhas of the past, present, 
and future, of whom Gautama was the fourth, while Maitreya 
will be the fifth to guide us toward enlightenment. 

Unfortunately the unusual beauty and wealth of Surmang 
was a cause of jealousy and the monasteries were attacked (in 
1643) by the fanatical followers of Gusri Khan, a Mongol chief 
whose personal devotion to the then Dalai Lama and to the 
Geluk order of monks of which he is the head expressed itself 
in the incongruous form of destroying houses belonging to 
earlier monastic foundations; such exhibitions of sectarian 
bigotry have been rare in Buddhist history. This time the 
seventh Trungpa Tulku was captured, together with the artist 



the fifth Tulku Chetsang and the abbot of Namgyal Tse, who 
was a noted philosopher. Though cast into prison, each 
continued doing the things he considered to be of most 
importance: Trungpa meditated and recited on his rosary the 
mantra om mani padme hum one hundred million times; Tulku 
Chetsang painted thangkas; and the abbot revised his doctrinal 
treatises. 

During their incarceration there was a prolonged drought in 
Tibet; many prayers were offered up but no rain fell. Finally 
Trungpa Tulku was approached in prison. He handed the 
messenger the rosary he had used for the hundred million 
recitations and told him to dip it in a certain spring. When this 
was done a cloud rose from the spring and came down in rain 
over all the country. After this the three prisoners were 
released; Tulku Chetsang needed three mules to transport the 
thangkas he had completed. 

The eighth Trungpa Tulku formed a very close friendship 
with Gyalwa Karmapa, the supreme abbot of the order, with its 
two centers of Tsurphu in Central Tibet and Karma Monastery 
in East Tibet. The latter was noted for its superb architecture 
and the artistry of its interior, as I saw for myself when I visited 
it in 1953. The center of the Gardri school of artists was at 
Karma Geru near the monastery, and the eighth Trungpa Tulku 
was one of its leading exponents; he himself painted many 
thangkas for Surmang and specialized in illuminated 
manuscripts. He was also the founder of its great libraries. 



THREE 


Diitsi Tel and Namgyal Tse 


P erhaps a brief description of the whole monastic domain 
over which I had to preside will help to illustrate the 
background of my life. 

When Adro Shelu-bum gave his two castles to Surmang, his 
gifts included many acres of land, so that the property 
extended some fifty miles in each direction. It lay at a high 
altitude on the border between the cultivated land and that 
inhabited by highlanders. The chief commercial products of the 
district were salt and timber from the excellent firs which grew 
near the Tzi-chu and the Ke-chu rivers to the south of Surmang. 
Barley and a little wheat were the only grain crops, vegetables 
being limited to spinach, turnips, and a small kind of leek; 
besides, there was good pasturage for domestic animals such 
as yaks and sheep, for the slopes of the mountains were 
covered with short grass. Willows grew by the streams on the 
lower ground and in drier places another type of short willow 
was to be found. Higher up, tamarisk shrubs were plentiful, 
and above these scented junipers grew. In the short summer 
months the whole place was ablaze with wild flowers. 

Adro Shelu-bum's castle on the Hill of Amrita had been 
protected by a separate fort; both buildings were incorporated 
into the monastery of Diitsi Tel. The fort was a large building 
and was used for many purposes. Both the assembly hall and 
the main library were situated there: Some of its rooms served 
for storing food, others, as a treasure-house for the 
monastery's valuables. The supreme abbot's residence was also 
above the assembly hall. In my time Diitsi Tel had some 300 
monks; of these 170 were bhikshus (fully ordained monks), the 
remainder being shramaneras (novices) and young upasaka 



students who had already taken the vow of celibacy Their 
quarters in two- and three-storied buildings stretched down the 
slope of the mountain to the river. Another large assembly hall 
was built on the lower ground; it was divided in two, the small 
part being for younger monks between the ages of eight and 
fourteen, while the main part was for the communal use of the 
whole monastery. A throne for the geko, a senior monk in 
charge of discipline, stood in a prominent position at the 
entrance from where he could keep an eye on everyone. The 
monks used to sit cross-legged on low benches covered with 
rugs and cushions, with their tables in front of them; their rows 
faced the central aisle leading to the abbot's throne on its high 
dais, while his two chief attendants sat close by on each side of 
the steps. At this end of the hall there were three more 
thrones; one on the right was for his deputy should the abbot 
himself be prevented from officiating. Of the other two, the one 
was for a senior monk in charge of the timetable for the 
assemblies and the other for the precentor monk who 
conducted the music and led the chanting. Behind the thrones 
dominating the hall were three large images depicting the past, 
present, and future buddhas; these were some twelve feet high, 
gold plated with an aquamarine glittering on their foreheads to 
indicate the "third eye" of universal knowledge; each was 
seated on a throne decorated with precious and semiprecious 
stones. A second assembly hall built higher up the slope was 
used for philosophical and other advanced studies and 
particularly for the "summer retreats" (varshka). 





Diltsi Tel Monastery. 


Dutsi Tel again suffered much damage when it was attacked 
in a political border dispute during the lifetime of the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku; the old wall frescoes were in fact all destroyed. 
They were eventually replaced with the help of eminent artists 
of the Gardri school from Karma Geru, who were employed to 
cover the walls as before with pictures of scenes from the life 
of Gautama Buddha and also with various buddhamandalas, 
that is to say groupings of celestial figures representing 
different aspects of enlightenment. Banners hung from the 
balconies and hundreds of butter lamps gave light to these 
lovely halls. The pillars and spreading capitals were lacquered 
a vermillion red on which designs had been painted in different 
colors. Several thousands of the ancient thangkas had 
fortunately been saved when the monastery was attacked; 
many of these were the work of Chetsang Rinpoche while in 
prison with the fifth Trungpa Tulku, others had been painted by 
the eighth Trungpa, whose illuminated manuscripts were kept 
in the fort library. 

One old house, built by the fifth Trungpa Tulku on the 
mountain slope was kept for the very severe retreat which 
every monk had to observe for the period of one year twice in 
his lifetime. It was called the gonkhang (house of the guardian 
divinities). 

The kitchen and food stores were in the east wing of the main 
assembly hall, and cooking was done on a huge stove made of 
stone and clay into which the fuel, consisting of dried yak dung 
and wood, could be shovelled through holes at its sides. The 
stove was so large that a cooking pot some nine feet in 
diameter, made of an alloy of copper and iron, fitted over the 
first opening, and there were other lesser openings. The large 
pot was used for making both tea and soup; the former was 
made by boiling some brick tea in water, after which the liquid 
was poured into pipe-shaped barrels and churned up with salt 
and butter using a long-handled pestle. When ready to serve 
the tea was poured into a number of wooden pails with metal 



decorations and carried round to the monks who could ladle it 
into their own bowls and if they liked, mix it with roasted 
barley ( tsampa ). A big tank of water drawn from the nearby 
river was always kept in the kitchen. 

The extensive storerooms above the kitchen were divided 
into sections for such treasures as thangkas, shrine objects, 
banners, costumes for religious dances, etc., indeed all the 
things required for performing various traditional rites: The 
geko was responsible for this department and both his and his 
subordinates' rooms were in the same wing. The sanitation of 
the monastery was by large cesspits, the contents of which 
were periodically cleaned out and used to manure the fields; 
scrupulous cleanliness was observed everywhere. Such was 
Diitsi Tel when I, the eleventh Trungpa Tulku, was enthroned 
supreme abbot of Surmang. 

Namgyal Tse lay some forty-five miles or three days' journey 
from Diitsi Tel and was the larger monastery of the two. Adro 
Shelu-bum's castle and its fort stood by themselves on a small 
hill about a mile and a half from the village; the river, fed from 
the surrounding mountains, flowed past its base. Trung Mase 
built a small house for his own use at the bottom of the hill. The 
monastery soon became overcrowded, and after Trung Mase's 
death, a building was begun on the mountain to the northeast, 
where there was already a cave which was used as a 
meditation shrine. The new building was subsequently kept for 
spiritual retreats. Garwang Rinpoche, the following abbot, and 
his successors did not use the small house, but chose part of 
the fort for their residence, and rooms were later reserved 
there for the supreme abbot. 




Clockwise from top: Amitayur, Buddha of Limitless Life; Vijaya (the Victorious One); 

and Tara (the Savior). 

DRAWN BY SHERAB PALDEN BERU. 

So many monks joined Namgyal Tse that three different 
sections were formed for specific work and teaching. In the 
lifetime of the fifth Trungpa Tulku a very large assembly hall 
was built on the lower ground below the hill. This belonged to 
the whole monastic community; it had very original 
embroidered hangings festooning its walls, with pictures inset 
in the spaces. The hall was rather like that of Karma 
Monastery having a high chamber at its further end for the 
images of the past, present, and future buddhas. These were 
made of clay and painted gold, while about forty images of 
saints of the Kagyu line were placed at the back of the hall. 

A second assembly hall was built on a higher slope of the 






mountain for the monks of the Dechen Tse tratsang (college); it 
held some 450 monks and was intended particularly for those 
who were interested in the intellectual approach—to start with, 
it had its own abbot. Another monastic building was erected on 
the lower part of the slope; it became the Lingpa tratsang, and 
its 350 monks specialized on the administrative side of 
Surmang. The Lama tratsang, with 300 inmates, stood in a field 
on the level ground; among other things, it dealt with Namgyal 
Tse administration, but a wider responsibility fell on some of its 
senior members, for they had to deal with matters in the 
district outside Surmang proper. Each tratsang had its own 
hall, library, kitchen, and offices. The monks' dwelling houses 
were disposed in tiers on the slopes of the mountain, from 
Dechen Tse tratsang at the top down to the large assembly hall. 
Above it stood the press building in which we printed our 
scriptures. The gonkhang stood near by; Tulku Tendzin 
Rinpoche, who was an incarnation of one of the eight togdens 
of Trung Mase's time, had sculptured some wonderful images 
for it early in the present century; these were made of clay and 
consecrated herbs, and depicted symbolically the guardians of 
the teaching. The whole building had a tremendous atmosphere 
of spiritual presence. 

Later, in the lifetime of the tenth Trungpa Tulku, the abbots 
of Surmang built the first seminary on the lower part of the 
slope. 

When I was its supreme abbot, Namgyal Tse held 600 
bhikshus, 300 shramaneras, and 100 novices; five incarnate 
lamas were included in this company. 



FOUR 


My Childhood at Diitsi Tel 


W hen I was three years old, the heads of my mother's 
village invited her to take me to visit them. I can 
remember the journey very clearly This was the first time that 
I had ridden a horse; it was a white one and had belonged to 
the tenth Trungpa Rinpoche, and when I was told that it had 
been his, I refused to change it for any other mount: I was put 
in a little chair saddle. We passed high mountains on the way, 
and one day we met a herd of about five hundred wild asses 
(kyang) which trotted around us, and this fascinated me. My 
parents had always loved their own part of the country and its 
wild animals, so it was a great joy to my mother to get back to 
her home, and I too thoroughly enjoyed the change. 

During the months that we stayed in our family home, all our 
relations were exceedingly kind; they brought me cream and all 
sorts of gifts. However, I was never allowed to play with the 
children, but only to watch them at their games. They found 
curiously shaped stones in a particular gully, and these made 
wonderful toys; I longed to take some back to the monastery, 
but this too was forbidden. 

At the end of our visit, my mother took me back to Diitsi Tel, 
though my father remained behind; no one told me why and I 
was very puzzled; then one day, a monk told me that he was not 
my father but my stepfather, and this comforted me a lot. 

All these years I had a very happy time; my mother was with 
me and I was not expected to do any lessons; sometimes, I was 
even allowed to play with other children, the sons of the 
relatives of respected monks. 

One day I saw a man, probably a Muslim, being thrashed; he 
had killed a wild animal on the monastery's protected ground. 



His hands had been tied behind his back, and the monk was 
accusing him of all sorts of crimes while he belabored him with 
a heavy stick. I felt great pity and asked another monk about it; 
he replied that this was the way to uphold the law. I said, "Shall 
I have to do this when I am grown up and have charge of the 
monastery?" His answer to this was, "You will be able to do as 
you like." "Well," I said, "I will never use punishment like that." 

The tenth Trungpa Tulku's rooms in the fort at Diitsi Tel had 
been extremely simple and austere; their only decoration were 
the thangkas hung on the silk-covered walls. However, after his 
death my secretary and bursar wanted to change things. They 
employed some sixteen artists and wood-carvers of the Gardri 
school to redesign my residence. While this was being done, I 
had great fun watching the work, especially the artists 
painting, and the son of one of them and I used to steal their 
paints and make pictures ourselves, to our own great delight: I 
have loved painting ever since. 

When the work was finished, there were cupboards all 
around the walls; their doors were beautifully painted with 
ornamental designs of flowers, birds, etc., and the general 
coloring was gold on a red background. The tops of the 
cupboards formed a shelf for the many gifts of bowls and 
offerings which were brought to me. Behind it there were 
recesses framed in deeply carved and lacquered wood to hold 
old and valuable images of buddhas, bodhisattvas, and eminent 
spiritual masters. Above these was a second row of niches to 
house images of smaller size. The walls joined the ceiling with 
a deep gold painted, carved cornice. The wooden ceiling was 
colored. The furniture consisted of several long settees with 
deep piled up mattresses which, in our country, take the place 
of chairs. My bed was like a long box filled with cushions, so 
made that in the daytime I could sit on it and work at a long 
table beside it. One side of the room, over the cupboards, was 
exclusively used for my books; these scriptures were written or 
printed on separate oblong pages held together between two 
boards and tied up with a ribbon; at one end the title of the 



book was written on a white brocade flap, and the books were 
arranged so that the title faced outward. 

My bedroom served both for sleeping and for private study 
and meditation; it opened into a sitting room where meals were 
served and formal visits received. My raised throne was beside 
the door and a row of seats ran lengthwise down each side of 
the room; those nearest the throne had thick cushions for the 
more important guests but their size gradually diminished until 
the end of the rows, when they became merely rugs on the 
floor. 

Since I was now five years old, it was decided that it was time 
for me to begin my studies. It was a great shock to hear that a 
special teacher was coming to Dutsi Tel to give me lessons. One 
of the monks told me that he had a scar on his forehead, and I 
anxiously watched everyone who came for fear that it might be 
he. One day Asang Lama arrived; though I saw that he had a 
scar, I said to myself, “This can't be my new teacher," for I had 
expected him to be a very severe monk, but this man looked so 
gentle. He held his rosary in his hand and was smiling and 
talking to my senior secretary. 

We began our lessons on the following day in my residence 
above the assembly hall. It happened to be the first day of 
winter and snow was falling. Always before, when the monks 
came to sweep the snow off the flat roof, we children would 
play among them, throwing snowballs at each other; on that 
day I could hear my little friends shouting at their play outside, 
while I had to remain indoors to do lessons. Asang Lama was 
very kind; he gave me a clay panel made in relief depicting 
Amitabha, the Buddha of Infinite Light, which delighted me, 
and he told me how glad he was to be able to be my teacher, 
for he had been a devotee of the tenth Trungpa Tulku. He 
began with teaching me the Tibetan alphabet and was 
surprised that I picked it up in one lesson. I also had to learn to 
recite a mantra or formula of Manjushri, the Bodhisattva of 
Wisdom. We went on with both reading and writing lessons; 
this was unusual, for in Tibet reading is usually taught first and 



writing comes afterward. 

At this time my mother's visits became less frequent; to begin 
with she only came to see me every other day then every third, 
after which her visits became more and more spaced out, until 
after a fortnight without seeing her, she came to tell me that 
she was going back to Dekyil; I missed her as only a small boy 
can. 

The life at Diitsi Tel was found to be too full of distractions, 
so it was arranged to send me to Dorje Khyung Dzong, the 
retreat center established by the tenth Trungpa Tulku. It was in 
a remote spot and had been built over the cave where the 
fourth Trungpa had spent six years in meditation. The center 
stood on a ledge of high rock and was approached by a long 
zigzag flight of steps. The front of the building was supported 
by pillars grounded in the rock below; its windows looked over 
a wonderful spread of mountains with the river winding 
through the valley, and at one place one could see the junction 
of two valleys; the smoke of Diitsi Tel could also be seen in the 
distance. There was a large cave under the one in which the 
fourth Trungpa used to meditate; it was sufficiently big to be 
used as a byre for over seventy cattle which supplied the needs 
of the center; these animals were cared for by the cook's 
family, who had their house in the cave. 




Dorje Khyung Dzong, the retreat center ofDiltsi Tel. 

About thirty monks were at the center; they stayed there for 
a period of four years to meditate in complete retreat, being 
neither allowed to pay visits nor to receive them. Their 
meditation method was based on the teaching of the great 
Indian adept Naropa which Trung Mase laid down for the 
Kagyu school. An experienced teacher gave the retreatants 
guidance. Though the thirty monks were expected to stay for 
four years, there was some accommodation for others 
intending to spend only three to four months in the place; they 
had to conform to the same rules of discipline as those in long 
retreat. 



My own timetable was as follows: I rose with my tutor at five 
for the first morning devotions, then we were given breakfast, 
after which my reading lesson went on till midday; this was 
followed by a meal and half an hour's rest. Then I was given a 
writing lesson for half an hour, and again reading until the 
evening. 

There is not much variety in the staple foodstuffs of Tibet, 
but much ingenuity was used in the different ways of cooking; 
vegetables were scarce and in this cold climate really 
nourishing food such as meat and milk products was a 
necessity. Our breakfast consisted of especially made strong 
tea mixed with butter and salt and dry powdered tsampa with 
cheese and butter rubbed into it. At midmorning we were given 
bowls of thick soup made with meat, thickened with barley, 
rice, oats, noodles, or sometimes with vegetables. The big 
midday meal had tsampa dough with large portions of fried or 
boiled meat; sometimes it was just dried, and for a change we 
had dumplings filled with meat. An afternoon collation was 
served with curd (like yogurt) and Tibetan biscuits, and at all 
times there was tea to drink. The last evening refreshment 
consisted of bowls of soup. On special afternoons we went for 
walks and then, in the evening, we practiced chanting. I loved 
going out with Asang Lama; he used to tell me stories about 
the life of the Buddha and at other times about the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku. I was fascinated also to find so many 
wildflowers on the hills as well as sweet-scented juniper 
bushes. There were all sorts of birds and animals, and the 
blackbirds especially were so tame that their songs could be 
heard all round the center and they would come for food to the 
windowsills. Occasionally some of the retreatants, and 
particularly my tutor's friends, would come to our room to talk; 
I enjoyed this, for it gave me a little break from my lessons, 
while in the summer a group picnic was also sometimes 
arranged, very welcome after so much hard work. 

This life continued until I was seven, when I was taken back 
to Dutsi Tel where all our monks were assembled, as the 
venerable Genchung Lama had been invited to give a kalung 



(ritual authorization) for all the scriptures forming the 
Kangyur; these are the sayings of the Buddha, translated from 
Sanskrit and filling 108 volumes. This kalung gives authority to 
study practice, and explain their meaning and confers upon 
those who attend the rite the blessing of their truth. Though 
Genchung Lama managed to read some three volumes each 
day, it took him three months to complete the whole, during 
which time my lessons were interrupted. It was all a great 
experience for me, since this was the first time that I had been 
at a gathering which lasted for so long. Throughout that time 
my tutor gave me lessons in the evenings by the light of butter 
lamps, for though I could work at my writing during the ritual 
recitation, I could not do any reading. 

At this stage the regent abbots of both monasteries and my 
secretary were not satisfied with my tutor. They thought he was 
a little too indulgent and spent too much time telling me 
stories, to the neglect of more serious studies. He was indeed 
almost a father to me, and we knew that if we parted we should 
both miss each other a great deal; however, he was overtired 
and needed a rest. At the end of the ritual reading another 
teacher was found, and Asang Lama had to leave me. I found 
this parting almost harder to bear than when my mother went 
away. 

My new tutor, Apho Karma by name, had previously taught 
the younger monks at the monastery, so he had had a great 
deal of experience, but he was more temperamental than 
Asang Lama. I felt unhappy in never knowing what was 
expected of me. My timetable was changed, and the studies 
now became more difficult; the painting lessons, which Asang 
Lama had encouraged, were stopped, and writing lessons were 
made shorter; more time was given to reading and much more 
memorizing had to be done in the evenings by lamplight, with 
the lesson having to be repeated correctly the following 
morning. 

We returned to Dorje Khyung Dzong, but the retreatants who 
came to talk to Apho Karma were very different from Asang 
Lama's friends, and we no longer had our little jokes. There 



were, however, longer periods for walks and frequent picnics, 
but my tutor was always very serious and solemn, though he 
too occasionally told me stories. He was not interested in 
animals and flowers, and I had neither playmates nor 
playthings. I discovered, however, that the fireworks for the 
New Year celebrations were filled with gunpowder, my 
informant being one of the younger monks who used to clean 
our rooms. I persuaded him to get some of the gunpowder for 
me, and I concocted some sort of rockets with rolled paper and 
managed not to be discovered. These were so successful that I 
wanted to make a better firework that would go off with a 
bang. I was in my room working at this, when Apho Karma 
came in and smelled the gunpowder. He did not punish me at 
the time, but he never ceased to remind me of how naughty I 
had been. 

I never received corporal punishment after Asang Lama left 
when I was seven years old. When he had thought that it was 
necessary to admonish me, it was always done with great 
ceremony. After a foreword such as "It is like molding an 
image; it has to be hammered into shape," he would prostrate 
himself three times before me, and then administer the 
chastisement on the appropriate part. 

About this time I had some strange dreams: though even in 
pictures I had never seen the things that are made in the West, 
I dreamed I was riding in a mechanized truck somewhat like a 
small lorry, and a few days later in another dream I saw 
airplanes parked in a field. Also about that time, in my sleep, I 
was walking through a shop which was full of boots, shoes, 
saddles, and straps with buckles, but these were not like 
Tibetan ones and instead of being made of leather they 
appeared to be of sticky dried blood. Later I realized that they 
were all the shapes and kinds that are used in Western lands. I 
told Apho Karma about these dreams and he merely said, "Oh, 
it's just nonsense." 

When I was eight I had to learn how to perform various rites; 
how to intone; and how to use drums, bells, and various other 



instruments. I had to improve my reading, and I was taught the 
practice and history of Buddhism and about the life of the 
Buddha. I could visualize him among his monks in their saffron 
robes, for one day I had had a vivid moment of recollection. 
When I read about the death of his mother, seven days after his 
birth, I seemed to share his feeling of loss. I read the life of 
Milarepa many times over till I knew it by heart, and also the 
lives of other great saints. Guru Padmasambhava's story was 
my favorite, for I loved to read about the way he brought 
Buddhism to Tibet, established the first monasteries and taught 
the doctrine, and above all about his great loving-kindness to 
all our people and the moving message he left with us when he 
was returning to Lankapuri, an island southwest of Mount 
Meru. After giving the Tibetans his blessing, he added: "The 
people may forget me, but I shall not forget them; my eternal 
compassion is always with them." 



His Holiness Tenzin Gyatso, the fourteenth Dalai Lama. 



Rikpe Dorje, the sixteenth Gyalwa Karmapa. Chogyam Trungpa at right. 
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Tsurphu Monastery. 
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My tutor and the senior lamas found me very enthusiastic 
and interested in my studies, always asking a lot of questions. 
They thought that it would be a good time for me to learn the 
rules for a novice (shramanera), and I began my first 
instruction in metaphysical doctrines, though at the time it was 
not known that I was to be ordained. 

According to Buddhist scriptures, a boy of eight can be 
ordained as a novice, and when the news came that the 
renowned teacher Jamgon Kongtriil of Palpung was going to 
Tsurphu Monastery to give his disciple the Gyalwa Karmapa 
some further spiritual instruction, while at the same time 
visiting his mother at Lhasa, Rolpa Dorje and my secretary 
decided to ask him to ordain me, since his route would take 
him near Surmang. Jamgon Kongtriil accepted the suggestion, 
saying, "Thus I can serve and offer help to the incarnation of 
my own teacher." 

He was warmly welcomed at Diitsi Tel. I remember him as a 
small man, neat and precise in all he did, with a dry sense of 
humor. This was the first time that he had visited Surmang 
since the death of the tenth Trungpa Tulku, and he told me a 
great deal about him; when he saw things that had belonged to 
his beloved guru he was much moved, and because I was his 
incarnation, he was particularly friendly to me. 

My ordination took place at the full moon. Four bhikshus had 
to take part in the rite; one was Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche and the 
three others were senior lamas. I had to make profession of the 
monastic rules for a shramanera of the Sarvastivadin order, to 
which most northern Buddhists—that is to say, Tibetans, 
Chinese, and Japanese—belong; whereas southern Buddhists of 
Ceylon, Burma, and Thailand belong to the Theravada order. 
After the ceremony, Jamgon Kongtriil preached me a sermon; 
he said, "From today you enter the community of the sangha," 
after which he explained to me the meaning of the life of my 
predecessor and how he had always kept the rule. He said that 
my ordination was a very important step in my life, and added 
that I was the youngest novice that he had ever ordained. After 
giving me some further teaching and advice, he continued his 



journey. 

I was now much less afraid of Apho Karma, who had become 
more understanding, and I looked forward to our walks 
together. 

At eight years old a child is very sensitive, and it is the time 
to inculcate ideas which must last him his lifetime, so at the 
end of this year I went into retreat for a simple form of 
meditation. This was upon the nyendrup of Manjushri, the 
Bodhisattva of Wisdom: that is to say, I was instructed to 
visualize him with his various symbolic attributes and to 
contemplate his transcendental wisdom, to repeat his mantras 
or sonorous embodiments, and to recite the verses which 
preceded and followed them. I took a vow that I would live in 
solitude for three months away from all contacts other than my 
tutor and my cook attendant; no one might come to see me. My 
diet was strictly vegetarian, and I was not allowed to go outside 
the retreat center. This continued until the New Year. 

As my story unfolds it will be seen how the whole line of the 
teaching was carried to me directly from guru to disciple. The 
great Jamgon Kongtriil taught the tenth Trungpa Tulku, who in 
turn became the guru of his own incarnations Jamgon Kongtriil 
of Palpung and Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen. The latter, as my 
spiritual father, was my instructor in meditation, and Jamgon 
Kongtriil of Palpung was my ordainer and also gave me a great 
deal of teaching. Though the great Jamgon Kongtriil did in fact 
have five incarnations, the other three do not come into my 
story. 

I was nine when Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen was invited to 
Diitsi Tel to give a wangkur (empowerment rite) on the 
teaching of the Treasury of Spiritual Instructions (Dam Ngag 
Dzd). This was contained in thirteen volumes, and was a 
selection of the sacred writings of renowned gurus of all the 
various Tibetan schools which had been collected by his 
predecessor. 

So many monks from outside monasteries kept coming that 
Jamgon Kongtriil found Diitsi Tel too crowded and disturbing, 
and it was decided to move to Dorje Khyung Dzong. The rites 



began on the day of the full moon; first with offerings at the 
shrine, followed by chanting and ending with a communal 
meal. However, since Jamgon Kongtriil was so renowned as a 
meditation teacher, hundreds of people came to hear him as 
well as to receive his blessing, and in some cases to put their 
private troubles before him. They established themselves in the 
open and in nearby caves, and soon the conditions became as 
involved and difficult as they had been at Dutsi Tel. Jamgon 
Kongtriil could get no rest and in consequence fell ill. He was 
forced to move to a small house a short distance from the 
retreat center, and Rolpa Dorje took over the work while he 
was resting. Later, when his health improved, he only 
undertook to give individual meditation teaching; I remained 
one of his pupils. 

When I first saw him, I was enormously impressed; he was so 
different from any other teacher that I had met. He was a big 
jolly man, friendly to all without distinction of rank, very 
generous and with a great source of humor combined with 
deep understanding; he was always sympathetic to the troubles 
of others. Though he was not well at the time, to be near him 
was to experience unbelievable peace and joyousness. He used 
to say that now that we had met again he was my teacher as, 
the time before, my predecessor had been his. He so clearly 
remembered all that the tenth Trungpa Tulku had taught him, 
and all his kindness to him from his earliest childhood. He said 
how happy he was to give back to me that which he had 
received from his own guru, or as they say in Tibet "to return 
the owner's possessions." 

I found later that every word he spoke had significance. I 
went to him every morning, and one day he told me that he saw 
me as a grownup man looking like my last incarnation. 

He would say, "Nowadays people are changing and all the 
world is in darkness and surrounded by suffering. My 
generation has been fortunate in living in a country which has 
been so happy; I hope suffering will not come to you. You must 
indeed come to Sechen to receive the full cup of spiritual milk 
(pumpa gangjo oma); young people like you are our hope for 



the future; you are like a flower in bud which must be properly 
looked after so that it may bloom both in our monasteries and 
in the homes of our people. You are very sensitive, and all of us 
must help you; I in particular have the privilege of cultivating 
you with the spiritual water of teaching and practice." 

One morning he sent for me; as I entered the room the first 
rays of the sun fell upon me, and he remarked that this was a 
very significant sign. After this, the teaching he gave me was so 
profound that I felt he was giving me back the spirituality he 
himself had received from the tenth Trungpa Rinpoche. He was 
overjoyed when he realized that I could absorb his teaching 
without any barrier between us. He told me that from now on I 
must continue to meditate, but must keep things to myself and 
not speak about them to other people. A little later he 
explained that since I was still a child and would not be able to 
sustain concentration for a long period, I must appoint a 
special time for meditation and keep to it regularly. He 
emphasized that I must come to receive various teachings from 
him and particularly instruction in devotion, compassion, and 
the way of behavior in everyday life. He also said that without 
knowing the other side of the mountain one could not risk 
taking to a mountain pass. I should have knowledge of both 
absolute and relative truths, and should realize why it is 
necessary for one to know more about suffering and 
impermanence before renouncing the world; he added that 
there was great meaning when the Lord Buddha turned the 
wheel of the doctrine, showing the three stages of the path. 

Soon after this Jamgon Kongtriil Rinpoche said he wished to 
leave; he explained that though he was sorry that he could not 
continue the wangkur, his purpose for being at Surmang had 
been fulfilled. All, and I in particular, were very sad that he 
could not remain with us; his visit had meant so much. He was 
always so full of the joy of living and was a delightful 
storyteller, telling tales of different gurus and lamas, but his 
jokes always could be interpreted as having a second and 
deeper meaning, so that even while he entertained he taught. I 
well remember one of the stories he told us. 



“Once/' he said, “there was a great teacher called Paltrul 
Rinpoche. He did not belong to any monastery but traveled 
everywhere about the country without any attendants or 
baggage. One day he went to visit a certain hermit who had 
been living alone in a hut for many years: In fact he had 
become quite famous and many people came to see him there. 
Some came for advice and some to test how advanced he was 
in spiritual knowledge. Paltrii Rinpoche entered the hut 
unknown and unannounced. 

“'Where have you come from/ said the hermit, 'and where 
are you going?' 

'"I came from behind my back and am going in the direction I 
am facing.' 

'The hermit was taken aback, but he asked, 'Where were you 
born?' 

“'On earth' was the reply. 

'"Which school do you follow?' 

'"The Buddha.' 

'The hermit was now feeling rather put out, and seeing that 
his visitor was wearing a white lambskin hat, he asked him, 'If 
you are a monk, why are you wearing that hat?' 

'"Now I see your sort,' said Paltrul Rinpoche. 'Look here. If I 
wear a red hat, the Gelukpas will be looking down their noses, 
and if I wear a yellow one, the others will be at me. So I have a 
white one; it saves trouble.' He was referring jocularly to the 
fact that the Geluk order of monks wear a yellow hat and all 
the remaining orders a red one. This was a little joke about 
intermonastic rivalries! 

“The hermit did not understand what he was saying, so 
Paltrul Rinpoche began asking him why on earth he had come 
to live in such a remote and wild part of the country. He knew 
the answer to that one, and explained that he had been there 
for twenty years meditating. 'At the moment,' he said, 'I am 
meditating on the perfection of patience.' 

'"That's a good one," said his visitor, and leaned forward as if 
confiding something to him. 'A couple of frauds like us could 
never manage anything like that.' 



“The hermit rose from his seat—'You're the liar/ he said. 
'What made you come here? Why couldn't you leave a poor 
hermit like me to practice meditation in peace?' 

'"And now/ said Pal trill Rinpoche, 'where is your perfection of 
patience?"' 

When Jamgon Kongtrul Rinpoche left us we all felt that 
something very lovely was missing; he had given the whole 
place such a wonderful atmosphere. We continued to receive 
the teaching of the Treasury of Spiritual Instructions under 
Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche, and when it was finished I went back to 
my lessons with Apho Karma. 

In Tibet, the greatest respect has always been felt for 
spiritually endowed lamas, who act as priests or teachers 
without being monks. Such people would have promised to 
keep to the upasaka discipline and practice the fundamental 
rules of virtue as well as to observe the bodhisattva's vow of 
compassion with the aim of leading all sentient beings to 
enlightenment; finally, they would undertake to obey the sacred 
word of the vajrayana by dedicating themselves to the supreme 
knowledge. 

Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche was one of these married lamas, a 
man advanced in spiritual knowledge. He had been an 
important disciple of the tenth Trungpa Tulku and was a 
reincarnation of a famous author and teacher called Khyentse 
Rinpoche, who was born in 1817. Because of his profound 
learning, the monks of Dutsi Tel invited him to give the 
wangkur (initiation) of Tzokchen Dilpa on anuyana which 
contains advanced vajrayana teaching. The empowerment rite 
lasted for a month and when it was over, Dilgo Khyentse 
undertook to give me special instruction. I felt drawn to him as 
if he had been my father; and thus I often addressed him 
without any shyness or doubt. He welcomed me as the 
incarnation of his own guru, and since I was still only a child of 
ten he brought me toys and sweets. He was very tall and 
dignified and never seemed in a hurry. Whatever he did was 
perfection of its kind, even the way he walked into the hall 
showed this quality; all he said was expressed to perfection, in 



fact, he surpassed anyone I had ever met; his writings were 
equally remarkable, and added to this he was a poet and had a 
gift for telling delightful stories. 

All the previous year I had had a great deal to do, meeting 
lamas from other monasteries and taking part in many rites, so 
my lessons had been rather neglected, though my general 
knowledge and understanding had increased. Dilgo Khyentse 
gave me private teaching on atiyana (ati means "the ultimate") 
and handed on to me much that he himself had received from 
the tenth Trungpa Tulku and from gurus of other schools. He 
left after several months, which was so great a sorrow and 
shock to me that for a few days I could neither study nor eat. I 
felt this parting more severely than when my early tutor Asang 
Lama had had to leave me, and to fill the blank I set to work 
harder than before. 

Soon after this, Apho Karma took me back to the retreat 
center of Dorje Khyung Dzong, as he had decided that it was 
now time to change my subjects of study. He wished me to give 
short sermons to the monks and laymen there; among them 
was the king of Lhathok's son whose father had been 
instrumental in procuring the tenth Trungpa Tulku's release 
from his imprisonment during some local troubles. 

By the year 1949 conditions in East Tibet were becoming 
increasingly confused. In China there had been fighting 
between the Nationalists and Communists resulting in the 
victory of the latter. However, news travels slowly in Tibet and 
the Tibetans in Nyishu-tsa-nga province, who supported the 
Nationalists, were still on their way to help their allies, taking 
with them about a thousand horses and much food, wool, cloth, 
and skins. When they reached Siling they found the 
Communists in possession and were forced to hand everything 
over to them. The Communists took this opportunity to make 
large-scale propaganda; they filmed the Tibetans in the act of 
handing over these things as if this was a voluntary gift; a large 
banquet was arranged which was also filmed in such a way as 
to show the friendly feeling existing between Communists and 
Tibetans. 



Three months later we heard that three Communist officials 
had arrived in Jyekundo the principal trading center of our 
province. They had been put in charge of the town as well as 
the whole district of Nyishu-tsa-nga, which includes Surmang. 
Since they were unarmed and did not interfere much at the 
start, both parties remained seemingly on friendly terms, 
though the Tibetans were still distrustful. Two months later the 
senior Communist official started to offer suggestions. He 
would say, “The offerings at your shrines are a waste of food; 
you should eat more plentifully and spend what you have, 
rather than hoard. In future you will not have such freedom. 
You must realize this." 

It was later discovered that this man was actually in the 
Nationalist secret service, as was his brother in China, but 
when he heard that the latter had been caught, he himself 
escaped to India. 

About this time, my mother left her husband at Dekyil and 
came to live near Diitsi Tel. She helped a sister of the tenth 
Trungpa Rinpoche with the dairy work; she could not come 
inside the monastery but I was able to go out to see her, and 
she brought me milk, cream, and curds about once a fortnight. 
A year or so later her husband died and she never went back to 
her village. 

Since I was now eleven years old I had to spend my time on 
more advanced work. I was called back to Diitsi Tel to take the 
bodhisattva vow although I had already taken it informally at 
the time of the wangkur. The vow is as follows: 

In the presence of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas and of 
my teacher Rolpa Dorje, I vow to proceed toward 
enlightenment. I accept all creatures as my father and 
mother with infinite compassion. Henceforth for their 
benefit I will practice the transcendental virtues 
(paramitas) of liberality, discipline, patience, diligence, 
meditative concentration, wisdom (prajna), skillful means 
(upaya), spiritual power, aspiration, gnosis (jnana). Let my 



master accept me as a future buddha, but as remaining a 
boddhisattva without entering nirvana so long as a single 
blade of grass remains unenlightened. 

Instead of returning to Dorje Khyung Dzong, Apho Karma 
took me to Dechen Choling, Rolpa Dorje's retreat center, for I 
was now to study directly under him. His appearance was 
unusual, for he was quite bald with a trimly pointed beard. He 
was very strict on keeping all rules and insisted about the need 
for scholastic accuracy; at rites he officiated with the greatest 
competence, and he had exceptional knowledge about the art 
of chanting. But with all this strictness, he was very gentle and 
understanding and always seemed to be happy in his retreat 
surrounded by bird and animal life; much of his time he spent 
in writing. 

The center for retreats stood on the slope of a mountain 
looking over the valley below and the mountains beyond it. 
Willows and scented juniper were dotted about the grass- 
covered hillside. The retreat was at a high altitude, and nearly 
every morning the mists would wreath the slopes, obscuring 
the valley below; Tulku Rolpa Dorje sometimes called it the 
Garden of the Mists. I very much enjoyed this change, and so 
did Apho Karma, who had himself studied under the regent 
abbot. 

Rolpa Dorje lived by himself in a beautiful cave with the front 
walled in to form a cell; he had painted the inside a soft orange 
color, and had stuck small pictures cut out of books or small 
woodprints on some of the surfaces, and had hewed cupboards 
in the walls; at one side there was a shrine of sculptured stone. 
Among his ornaments was a collection of small religious pieces 
which he would allow me to play with. The cave was complete 
with its own little kitchen, for Rolpa Dorje preferred to look 
after himself. Stone steps led steeply down from the cave to the 
retreat center which was some way down. 

Usually, only four monks lived in the center for their four- 
year period of retreat, but there were houses nearby from 
which some fifteen other monks could attend the course, while 



at the back of the mountain, in another small valley, a nunnery 
had been established, mainly used as a retreat center for some 
forty nuns, but also serving a number of lay disciples. 

* * * 

At Dechen Choling Apho Karma put me to more advanced 
general studies and also gave me some lessons in the art of 
poetry; Rolpa Dorje took over my instruction in primary 
Buddhist metaphysics. He thought that I should now begin 
ngondro (the "prelude")/ as an introduction for further 
understanding of vajrayana. This preparation for spiritual 
development includes: 

1. 100,000 full prostrations 

2. 100,000 recitations of the triple refuge 

3. 100,000 recitations of the Vajrasattva mantra 

4. 100,000 symbolic offerings 

5. Finally 100,000 recitations of the mantra of guru yoga, or 
"Union with the Teacher" 

At the same time five subjects must be contemplated: 

1. The rare privilege given to one to receive spiritual 
teaching in this life 

2. The impermanence attaching to life and to everything else 

3. The cause and effect of karma 

4. The understanding of suffering 

5. The necessity for devotion 

I was deeply affected by all this; living in this place, studying 
these teachings, and constantly meditating, I began to develop 
greater depths of understanding, as a preparation for the way 
of life that lay ahead of me. 

One day while I was engrossed in this teaching, and actually 
in the act of meditation and prostration, my secretary Chandzo 
Kargyen suddenly appeared to tell us that Chinese troops were 
approaching our monastery. We had heard months before that 



there was a number of troops in Jyekundo, though until now 
they had not been seen beyond the town. Chandzo Kargyen had 
had a message that they were in occupation at Namgyal Tse, 
but owing to its being three days' journey from Dutsi Tel, this 
news had not been confirmed, nor did he know if the monastery 
was still standing or not; he had come at once to warn us. This 
sudden movement of troops might mean that the Chinese were 
about to use force in order to occupy the whole of Tibet. Since 
we were already under Chinese control, this new move seemed 
suspicious; could it mean that they intended to destroy all the 
monasteries and towns and to capture the important people in 
every district? We held a consultation; a second messenger 
arrived to tell us that on the route the Communists had 
followed no villages or monasteries had been disturbed as the 
army had only marched through. He brought with him a large 
poster which the Communists were distributing all over the 
district. Under the signature of the commander-in-chief, it said 
that the Red Army was coming to help the Tibetans; they would 
do no damage and would respect the feudal system and the 
religion of the people. 

We decided that though the Communists were apparently not 
intending to harm us, it would be wise to safeguard the 
treasures of our monastery by storing them in a more secure 
place. If it became necessary we could escape ourselves, for 
transport was ready at hand; after this, my secretary went back 
to Dutsi Tel. For a couple of days all seemed quiet; only the 
herdsmen had seen the Chinese troops as a string of lights 
silently passing the village in single file in the darkness. In the 
morning when Apho Karma went out to collect firewood, he 
could see the campfires all around in the valley. He waited until 
I had finished my meditation and was having breakfast and 
then told me what he had seen; when the sun came out we 
could distinguish the glint on the soldiers' packs as the long file 
went farther afield. Any visitors who came to see us told us 
how the Chinese had always paid for anything that they had 
requisitioned, and that the troops looked in very poor condition 
and seemed to be short of food, but also to have plenty of silver 



money. They continued to pass through day after day on their 
way to Chamdo, and though they met with some resistance 
from the troops under a gallant officer called Muja Depon near 
Lathog, they brushed it aside. Surmang had been asked to 
provide them with guides, but managed to evade doing so. It 
was all very worrying. 



FIVE 


In the Steps of the Tenth Trungpa 


E ver since Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen had visited Dutsi Tel 
when I was nine years old, his presence had been foremost 
in my mind. He had planted a spiritual seed; I wanted to go to 
him for extended teaching, and while I was at Rolpa Dorje's 
center I had felt more strongly than ever that the time had now 
come for me to go to my guru. 

At the end of the year I returned to Dutsi Tel with Apho 
Karma; the lamas seemed satisfied with my studies and as I 
was nearly twelve, they encouraged me to be more 
independent over deciding what I wanted to do. I spoke to 
Apho Karma about my wish to go to Jamgon Kongtriil, for I 
knew that the monastic committee was thinking that I should 
go on the traditional tour to meet people in the district. 
However, he gave me no direction, and only said that the 
decision for what I would do must come from myself. 

I was invited to the retreat center of Dorje Khyung Dzong for 
the New Year. It was a very quiet and spiritual atmosphere, but 
I felt a little disturbed thinking about the decision I would so 
soon have to make. The venerable Karma Tendzin was the 
superior ( druppon ) there; he had been a devoted disciple of my 
predecessor and had known me for many years, as had most of 
the senior monks at the center. I asked him to advise me, but 
he impressed upon me that I was now old enough to think for 
myself. Just then, the venerable Togden Tsepten was on a visit 
to the center, who had not only received teaching from the 
tenth Trungpa Tulku, but had been his constant companion and 
server and was with him at his death; so I put my problem 
before him, and his answer was to tell me in great detail much 
of the life story of my predecessor. 



The Story of the Tenth Trungpa Tulku Rinpoche 


The tenth Trungpa Tulku had been given a very strict training 
from boyhood to prepare him for the duties of supreme abbot 
of Surmang. At nineteen he attained his majority being 
considered ready to take full responsibility for the government 
of the abbey although he would still be under guidance to some 
extent. He realized that in order to develop his own spirituality 
being thereby enabled to lead others, he must have further 
training in meditation, which he saw was more important than 
administering his monastery. 

He felt a compelling urge to receive teaching from Jamgon 
Kongtriil Rinpoche, for when he was quite young he had heard 
the name of this great guru mentioned and had been suddenly 
stirred by a recollection that he had been in a spiritual 
relationship with him in a former life. The monastic committee, 
however, had other plans for him; they wanted him first to work 
for Surmang, it being customary in Tibet that when an abbot 
reached manhood, he should tour the district and give his 
blessing to the people; during such a tour he would be invited 
to preach and to perform rites; he would receive many gifts, 
and the fame and wealth of his monastery would be increased. 
Though the tenth Trungpa neither liked nor approved of this 
procedure, he nevertheless felt obliged to follow the wishes of 
his senior advisors, so he set off on the tour accompanied by 
his bursar, while his secretary remained in charge of Diitsi Tel. 

The tour was very successful and brought in many donations 
for Surmang. This greatly encouraged the bursar, for since the 
death of the ninth incarnate abbot twenty years had passed, 
during which the monastery had received very few offerings; it 
needed material help. So Trungpa Tulku was persuaded to go 
on another tour the next year; this should have lasted for three 
months, but about halfway through he felt he could no longer 
delay going to see his guru. 

From babyhood he had been told about Jamgon Kongtriil; 
how he had been brought up by the abbot of Palpung 
Monastery as his spiritual son. As he grew older he had wanted 



to obtain wider instruction and had traveled for many years, 
visiting over one hundred gurus of all the schools of Buddhism 
to be found in Tibet. On his return to Palpung visitors came 
from all parts of the country to receive instruction from him, 
for which purpose he established a center near the monastery 
where he himself composed over eighty volumes of scholarly 
and spiritual precepts. Before the abbot of Palpung died, he 
appointed Jamgon Kongtrul to be the spiritual leader of the line 
of the Karma Kagyu school. 

At the time when Trungpa Tulku made the last-moment 
decision to go to his guru, he and his monks were encamped 
beside a river and he knew if he could but get away and cross 
it, then Palpung Monastery lay some ten days' journey further 
on. He made a plan and confided part of it to his special friend 
Yange: He told him that he would give the monks a great treat, 
a picnic by the riverbank; they were to have a plentiful supply 
of food and tea, and the customary discipline of not talking 
after proscribed hours would be relaxed. That evening Yange 
was to prepare a bag of roast barley flour (tsampa) and leave it 
with his horse, which must be ready saddled, behind some 
nearby bushes. At this, Yange was much alarmed, for he 
realized that he was planning to escape. 

The monks thoroughly enjoyed the picnic, especially the 
relaxation of the rule of silence, and they chatted on till the 
small hours of the morning, when drowsiness overtook them. 
Seeing this, Trungpa Tulku stole away, mounted his horse, and 
put it at the river which was in spate as the snow was thawing. 
He was ready to drown rather than miss the opportunity of 
training under the guru who meant so much to him. The horse 
managed to breast the current and on reaching the farther side 
the abbot decided to continue on foot, since riding implies a 
desire for power and for material possessions, so he tore off a 
piece of his robe and tied it to his horse's back, as the 
customary sign that it had been ceremonially freed by a lama 
and must not be ill-treated by whoever caught it. He then set 
the horse free and walked on. The horse recrossed the river 
and returned to the camp, but the flapping of the piece of robe 



made it restive, and approaching one of the tents it rubbed 
against it to get rid of this annoyance and in doing so knocked 
down the tent. This awoke the sleepers who, seeing the horse, 
thought it must have broken from its tether. However, when 
they saw it was saddled and that the saddle was one used by 
their abbot, they were extremely disturbed and went to 
Trungpa Tulku's tent. It was empty, and some of his clothes 
were arranged to look like a sleeping figure in the bed. Rushing 
out, they woke up the entire camp. All the monks examined the 
horse and found that it was wet; they also recognized the robe, 
and were forced to the conclusion that their abbot had left 
them and crossed the river. 

Since Trungpa Tulku was quite unused to walking, they 
thought that he would soon be in difficulties and that they must 
look for him, so they split up in four groups to search up and 
down both banks of the river. The group who were going in the 
southerly direction on the further bank found a saddle rug 
which had belonged to the abbot, but beyond this there were 
no more traces. As a matter of fact, Trungpa Tulku had 
purposely dropped it there to mislead them. 

Traveling northward, he was all but overwhelmed by a sense 
of utter desolation; never before had he been all alone, having 
always been surrounded by monks to attend and guard him. He 
walked fast until he was exhausted and then lay down to sleep. 
The sound of the rushing river and of dogs barking in a distant 
village seemed to him like a death knell; this was such a 
complete change from his very ordered life. 

He was now on the same road that he had taken with his 
party on their outward journey; then he had talked and 
questioned many of the local people about the general lie of the 
land and what track led to Palpung Monastery, and now as soon 
as dawn broke he walked on and arrived early in the morning 
at the house of a wealthy landowner whom he had visited on 
the way through. The husband opened the door at his knock, 
but failed to recognize the visitor; however, since he was in 
monk's robes he invited him to come in. When his wife 
appeared she gave a cry of surprise, for she immediately 



realized who it was, and her surprise was all the greater at 
seeing him alone. Trungpa Tulku asked them to shelter him and 
made them promise not to tell anyone of his whereabouts, since 
the reason for his being there was a great spiritual need. They 
were very frightened, but felt obliged to obey their abbot, so 
they gave him food and hid him in a large store cupboard, 
where he remained all that day, and when some of the 
searching monks came to the house to ask if he had been seen, 
the landowner and his wife kept to their promise. 

In the evening Trungpa Tulku said that he must move on. His 
hosts were extremely upset that he should go on foot and 
unattended. They begged him to tell them what had occurred 
and wanted to know if there had been any misunderstanding 
between him and his bursar. They suggested, if this had been 
the case, that perhaps they could arrange for the matter to be 
cleared up, for their family was in a position to use its 
influence. Trungpa Rinpoche told them that he did not wish 
this, and with the greatest reluctance they let him leave, 
knowing that, as their abbot, it was his place to command and 
theirs to obey. 

As he was making his way beside the river, he heard horses 
close behind him, so he hid in some bushes on the bank and the 
riders passed by. They proved to be the bursar with a mounted 
party; after a short interval he was able to resume his walk and 
in the early morning reached another house where he was 
known. But by now the bursar had alerted the whole 
neighborhood, so the family was informed of the situation; 
nevertheless, they took him in and offered to look after him, 
again hiding him in a store cupboard. As for the bursar, when 
he could find no further footmarks, he told the monks to search 
every house in the district. He was dissatisfied with the 
answers to his inquiries from the family with whom Trungpa 
Tulku was sheltering and ordered the monks to look in every 
nook and corner which they did; they found him in the 
cupboard where he was still hiding. 



Samye, the first monastic institution in Tibet. 


The bursar embraced him with tears in his eyes and asked 
why he was causing them so much anxiety He replied that he 
had private reasons with which no one might interfere. They 
argued all day but the abbot gave no indication of his plans, 
though he refused to return to Surmang. Whereupon the 
bursar sent back for instructions from Namgyal Tse, and Dutsi 
Tel, from which, however, no reply could be expected for ten 
days or so. 

When the message was received at Surmang, a meeting was 
called of all the heads of the monasteries and the 
representatives of the laity to discuss the matter; all agreed 
that their abbot must be requested to return. On receiving this 
reply the bursar endeavored to persuade Trungpa Tulku to 
follow the wishes of his people, but from being a very gentle 
and docile man, he now seemed to have become very strong- 
willed and obstinate. Another messenger was sent to Surmang 
to tell them that in spite of their requests the abbot would not 
change his mind. 

After a second meeting had been called it was decided that if 
Trungpa Tulku could not be persuaded to come back, he should 
be allowed to go on his way, but with some monks and horses 


to serve him. When the messenger returned with this 
ultimatum, Trungpa Tulku was really upset, and even more so 
when a party of monks with horses arrived shortly afterward. 
He protested against all this fuss, saying that he was a simple 
man whose object in running away had been to escape from 
this complicated way of living. 

His bursar and monks never ceased to argue with him, but 
instead of replying he preached to them on the vanity of 
leading a worldly life. A deadlock was reached when he said 
that to go with attendants and horses would ruin all that he 
wished to do. There is a Tibetan saying: "To kill a fish and give 
it to a starving dog has no virtue." The Buddha left his 
kingdom, fasted, and endured hardships in order to win 
enlightenment, and many saints and bodhisattvas had 
sacrificed their lives to follow the path of dharma. 

Finally, the bursar, who was an old man, broke down and 
wept. He told Trungpa that he must take at least two monks to 
look after him, while the baggage could be carried on a mule. 
This advice, coming from so senior a monk who was also his 
uncle, he reluctantly agreed to accept and they started on their 
journey; the bursar insisted on accompanying the party. 
Traveling on foot was very tiring, but to everyone's surprise 
Trungpa seemed to acquire new strength and when the others 
were worn out, it was he who looked after them. The elderly 
bursar became ill with exhaustion, in spite of which, he said he 
really felt much happier, for the more he pondered on the 
teaching about the difference between the material and the 
spiritual way of life, the more he realized how right Trungpa 
Tulku was to follow this path. 




Infant Tai Situ of Palpung. 




Third incarnation ofjamgdn Kongtrill of Palpung. 



Khenpo Gangshar. 

After ten days they reached Palpung Monastery which was 
the second in importance of the Karma Kagyii school. Trungpa 
Tulku was already well known to many of the monks, but since 
he did not wish to be recognized they went on at once to 






Jamgon Kongtriil's residence some three miles beyond. 

Jamgon Kongtriil himself had had a premonition the day 
before, saying that he was expecting an important guest and 
that the guest room must be made ready The monks thought 
he was referring to some royal personage with his attendants, 
or possibly to some great lama, and they eagerly watched for 
his arrival; however, no one appeared until late in the afternoon 
when four simple pilgrims with a single mule walked toward 
them and asked for accommodation. The monks told the 
travelers that, since an important visitor was already expected, 
the guest house adjoining Jamgon Kongtriil's residence was not 
free, therefore the travelers must find a lodging wherever they 
could. 

The following morning Jamgon Kongtriil asked the monks if 
they had put his guests in the guest house; surprised, they 
replied that no one had turned up. The guru insisted that the 
expected guests had arrived and told them to make further 
enquiries. The four pilgrims were traced and Trungpa Tulku 
was recognized. The monks immediately took them to Jamgon 
Kontriil and were astonished when the great teacher showed 
no sign of surprise at the manner in which the party had 
traveled. After the interview Trungpa Tulku had a long private 
talk with his guru, who arranged for him to occupy a house 
with his companions some fifteen minutes' walk away, where 
an old monk would see to their wants. Trungpa Tulku 
immediately settled down to his studies, with his guru 
instructing him in meditation while the master of studies 
( khenpo ) superintended his academic work. 

For a year he was left alone, then his secretary and some 
monks came to see him bringing gifts and money. The secretary 
had a private talk with Jamgon Kontriil and asked him to 
encourage their abbot to return to Surmang on completion of 
his studies; his guru agreed that he must go back some day, but 
not immediately, for he and also his attendant monks were 
making such progress that it would be wrong to disturb them; 
he added that the elderly bursar could now return to his 
monastery. 



After the visitors had left, Trungpa Tulku gave away all the 
gifts they had brought, leaving himself and the two monks with 
hardly anything to eat, so that they were obliged to go round 
with their begging bowls. The two monks were naturally very 
upset over this, for while the bursar had been with them there 
had always been enough for their requirements and they could 
not understand this new phase. Trungpa Tulku, however, 
insisted that austerity was the right course and the only way to 
follow the Buddha's example, as well as that of Milarepa. They 
must therefore beg until they had received the bare necessities 
of food to last out the winter. Moreover they had very little 
butter for their lamps; incense however was cheap and when 
blown upon produced a faint glow by which Trungpa Rinpoche 
was able to light up a few lines at a time of the book he was 
studying. 

Now that the monks of Palpung and the people in the district 
knew of Trungpa Tulku's presence, they kept coming to visit 
him which he found very disturbing to his meditations. 

After three years Surmang expected their abbot to return, 
and again sent a party of monks to fetch him. This time 
Duldzin, the senior secretary's nephew, came with them. They 
found the two monks who were with Trungpa Tulku very 
disturbed in mind; the austere way of living that had been 
imposed upon them was affecting their health. However, 
Trungpa wished to stay on at Palpung until his studies were 
completed, so it was decided that they should return to 
Surmang with the party and that Duldzin, at his own request, 
should remain to look after Trungpa. However, this 
arrangement did not prove altogether a success, for he gave 
Trungpa Tulku a lot of trouble. The two men had very different 
approaches to life: The abbot was a strict vegetarian and 
wanted everything to be as simple as possible, whereas Duldzin 
expected to have meat and disliked such plain living. Later 
Trungpa Tulku realized that these difficulties had been a lesson 
to him and that lamas had often to experience this sort of 
trouble and must learn to control their own impatience and 
accept the fact that their attendants could not be expected to 



live at their own high level of austerity. 

At the end of a further three years, Jamgon Kongtriil 
considered that Trungpa Rinpoche had made such progress 
that he could be trusted to act as a teacher himself and to carry 
on the message of dharma to others. Trungpa, for his part, felt 
that if he was to carry on this work he required still more 
experience; he should travel to seek further instruction, as his 
guru had done, and live a life given up to meditation. However, 
Jamgon Kongtriil pointed out that he must compromise 
between taking such a path and his monasteries' need for him 
to return to them. He said, "It must be according to your 
destiny; conformably with the will of your past nine 
incarnations your duty lies in governing your monasteries. This 
is your work and you must return to it. If you take full charge 
you can rule them in the way you feel to be right. You must 
establish five meditation centers, the first in your own 
monastery and the other four in neighboring ones. This will be 
a beginning; in this way your teaching will not confined to your 
own monks, but you will be able to spread it more widely." 

Trungpa Tulku followed his guru's directions; the parting was 
a sad moment for them both, and after a farewell party he 
began his return journey on foot. Back at Surmang, he 
immediately set to work to establish a meditation center and to 
put the affairs of his monasteries in order. While he was thus 
engaged news came that Jamgon Kongtriil had died; however, 
in spite of this deep sorrow he carried on with his work of 
establishing the four other meditation centers, all of which 
continued to flourish until the Communists took possession of 
Tibet in my lifetime. 

As Jamgon Kongtriil's entrusted successor, the tenth Trungpa 
Tulku later became the guru of both Jamgon Kongtriil of 
Sechen and Jamgon Kongtriil of Palpung. At Surmang, he 
gained more and more followers and such was the example of 
the simplicity of his life that he was regarded as a second 
Milarepa. 

When he was about fifty years old there was a border dispute 
between the Chinese and Tibetan governments and in the 



course of the fighting much damage was done to both Namgyal 
Tse and Diitsi Tel. Trungpa Tulku himself was taken prisoner- 
worn out by forced marches on an empty stomach and already 
weakened by his austere vegetarian diet, he became ill. His 
devotee, the king of Lhathok, succeeded in obtaining his 
release and managed to persuade him to take better care of 
himself by traveling sometimes on horseback instead of always 
going on foot. When he returned to Surmang there was much 
work ahead for him; the monasteries had to be rebuilt and at 
the same time he had to continue his teaching. In spite of the 
fact that he was growing old and was in poor health he only 
allowed himself three to four hours for sleep and gave his 
strength unstintingly to the work of rebuilding the monasteries. 
He always maintained that if one followed the true path 
financial help would be given when it was really needed. He 
accepted the destruction of the monasteries as a lesson in 
nonattachment which had always held a foremost place in the 
Buddha's teaching. The lamas considered that their supreme 
abbot's residence should be furnished with every comfort, but 
he himself insisted on complete simplicity. 

Soon, Trungpa Tulku realized that he was approaching the 
end of his life. One day he had a dream that he was a young 
child and that his mother was wearing the style of headdress 
peculiar to northeastern Tibet. When a new robe was being 
made for him he told his secretary that it should be a small 
one; on the secretary asking why, he turned it away as a joke. 
Trungpa used to say that he felt sorry for his horse, for soon he 
would no longer be able to walk and would cause it more 
trouble; the secretary was disturbed at this remark, for he 
thought that this meant that his abbot was really losing his 
health. 

In 1938 while on tour Trungpa suddenly said that he must 
get back to his monastery; however, he found it impossible to 
change his plans as he had received so many invitations from 
various devotees. When one of the king of Lhathok's ministers 
asked him to visit him, he accepted, though this meant a long 
journey; the lama added that he might have to ask him to be 



one of the most important hosts of his lifetime. He arrived on 
the day of the full moon in a very happy mood, but did what 
was for him an unusual thing; on arriving at the house he took 
off his socks and his overrobe and, turning to his monks, told 
them to prepare for a very special rite. A meal was served, but 
he did not feel inclined to eat and having said grace, he told 
them to put the food before the shrine. Then he lay down 
saying, "This is the end of action." These were his last words: 
Lifting himself up he took the meditation posture, closed his 
eyes, and entered samadhi. 

His monks thought he was in a coma, and one doctor among 
them examined him, drawing some of his blood and burning 
herbs to revive him, but with no result. The monks stood by 
him all the time reciting sutras and mantras; he looked as if he 
was still alive and remained in the same meditation posture 
until midnight when there was a flash of light and the body fell 
over. 



The eye of gnosis. 



SIX 


I Go to My Guru 


I left Dorje Khyung Dzong with my predecessor's story 
uppermost in my mind. I knew I must now discuss future 
plans with my secretary and bursar. When I brought the matter 
forward, they gave me my choice, but said that traditionally the 
tour round the district should be carried out; however, I had 
the right to do as I wished, so again I was thrown back on 
myself. It was much easier for me to talk to my tutor; I 
explained to him that what I really wanted to do was to receive 
further teaching under Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen. I wanted to 
make a complete break from the studies I had hitherto followed 
and to do something quite different; I added, once one sets out 
on a tour there are continual invitations from all sides, which 
protract it indefinitely; but since the monastic committee had 
been so kind and had given me such wonderful opportunities 
for studying, I would not like to say no to them. 

At this time, I received two invitations, one from the distant 
monastery of Drolma Lhakhang, in Chamdo province, the other 
from the king of Lhathok; this latter would in any case be 
included in the traditional tour. My lamas were delighted at 
this chance of encouraging me to travel and make wider 
contacts. The representative from Drolma Lhakhang was 
worrying lest I should not agree to go, for the whole district 
wanted to see their abbot and the disappointment would be 
very great if this visit was refused. This made it very difficult 
for me, for if I accepted, I would also have to go on a lengthy 
tour, and if I did not go, these people would be upset. My own 
wish was to proceed straight to my guru; the only thing to do 
was to tell the monastic committee plainly that I must be free 
to go to Sechen before the end of the year. I said that I was 



very anxious not to go against their wishes, so we would have 
to make a compromise; finally it was arranged that the tour 
should take place, including a visit to the principality of 
Lhathok, for this was not so far away I would not, however, 
visit Drolma Lhakhang; a disciple of the tenth Trungpa Tulku 
would have to go instead. Before setting out I asked my 
secretary to promise that on my return I could go to Sechen; he 
should also make all arrangements at Surmang for my intended 
absence. 



Our traveling party was organized with a good deal of pomp. 
There were thirty monks on horseback and eighty mules to 
carry the baggage. I was still only twelve and, being so young, I 
was not expected to preach long sermons; mostly I had to 
perform rites, read the scriptures aloud, and impart blessings. 
We started from the highlands and traveled down to the 
cultivated land; I was able to see how all these different people 



lived as we passed through many changes of scenery. Of course 
I did not see the villagers quite as they were in their everyday 
lives, for wherever we went all was in festival; everyone was 
excited and looking forward to the special religious services, so 
that we had little time for rest. I missed the routine of my early 
life, but found it all very exciting. 

When we visited Lhathok, the king had to follow the 
established tradition by asking us to perform the religious rites 
according to ancient custom. We were lodged in one of the 
palaces, from where we could look down on a school that the 
Chinese had recently established. A Communist flag hung at 
the gate, and when it was lowered in the evenings the children 
had to sing the Communist national anthem. Lessons were 
given in both Chinese and Tibetan, including much 
indoctrination about the benefits China was bringing to Tibet. 
Singing and dancing were encouraged and I felt that it was a 
sign of the times that the monastery drum was used to teach 
the children to march. Being young myself I was keenly 
interested, though this distortion worried me; a religious 
instrument should not have been used for a secular purpose, 
nor for mere amusement. A detachment of Chinese officials 
sent from their main headquarters at Chamdo lived in the 
king's palace together with a Tibetan interpreter, while various 
teachers had been brought to Lhathok to organize the school, 
which was one of many that the Chinese were setting up in all 
the chief places in Tibet. The local people's reactions were very 
unfavorable. In the town the Communists had stuck posters or 
painted slogans everywhere, even on the walls of the 
monastery; they consisted of phrases like "We come to help 
you" and "The liberation army is always at the people's 
service." 

The tour took about three months and I longed to get back to 
Surmang so as to be able to start on the visit to my guru. I 
realized that had I been older and able to give spiritual 
guidance to my people, it would have been necessary to go on 
such a tour; but being only twelve I could not feel it was 
important to have all this grandeur; and though the tour still 



followed the traditional pattern, it seemed to have lost much of 
its inner meaning. These feelings may partly have been due to 
my youth. 

On my return I stopped for a few days at Namgyal Tse to say 
goodbye. I had reason to be grateful to the monks at Dutsi Tel 
who had made all arrangements for my journey to Sechen. Two 
cows were ready to provide us with milk, and twenty mules 
which would be loaded with the baggage. Several of the 
novices, especially those interested in advanced studies, 
wanted to come to study at the same time, but only my tutor 
and two monks were allowed to come with me. My secretary, 
Chandzo Kargyen, was so anxious for my well-being that he 
chose to come to see for himself how I settled in. Some of the 
monks were not very pleased that my lessons in religious ritual 
had had to be curtailed in favor of intensive studies in 
meditation and metaphysics; but for me, the joy and excitement 
of receiving instruction from my own guru was overwhelming. I 
had wanted to take the simple path of my predecessor and do 
the journey on foot, but my tutor and secretary thought I was 
too young for this and must be looked after; so we went on 
horseback and slept in tents at night. It took ten days to reach 
Sechen; the whole journey was most enjoyable, for the scenery 
was superb and each village seemed different, the local 
inhabitants wore the distinctive clothing and followed the 
customs of their particular locality. 

We arrived at Jamgon Kongtrul's retreat house on my 
thirteenth birthday. My monks had expected a large and well- 
appointed building, but it was very simple and unpretentious. 
His old mother lived with him and also one Khenpo Gangshar, 
together with his own mother; the two women did the cooking 
and looked after the cows. Jamgon KongtriiTs old tutor acted as 
secretary and attendant, and Khenpo Gangshar's young 
nephew was there to run messages, etc. Everyone spent much 
of his time in meditation. 

Khenpo Gangshar had been brought up from his earliest 
childhood by Jamgon Kongtriil who had considered him as his 
spiritual son and had educated him with the greatest care, for 



his father had been killed and his mother on becoming a nun 
had asked Jamgon Kongtrul to look after the boy. Gangshar had 
always been extremely studious and would apply himself day 
and night with hardly a break. He had memorized hundreds of 
texts and received the degree of master of studies (khenpo) at 
a very early age. 

Since we arrived on the day of the full moon, my guru was 
fasting and all was in silence; when one of my monks went 
forward no one spoke to him, but a note was sent asking us to 
come in. My guru showed great joy on seeing me and even 
before I had taken off my outer robe he came out of the door to 
present a scarf, beckoning me to enter without words. I told 
him about our journey, and when I mentioned the two cows he 
looked pleased, for he had wanted me to make a long stay, and 
since my monastery had thought fit to send the animals with 
me, this showed that they also expected me to do the same. I 
asked my guru to explain to the secretary Chandzo Kargyen 
that a prolonged stay was advisable; I said that if this 
suggestion was made on the very first day it would carry more 
weight. The following day, when he could talk, my guru spoke 
to the secretary and Apho Karma; they both replied, "The 
incarnation of your guru is in your hands; hitherto we have 
done our best to educate him, but now this task is yours." 
Chandzo Kargyen then returned to Surmang. 

Jamgon Kongtrul Rinpoche decided that I should spent my 
first month studying academic subjects as well as meditation 
under Khenpo Gangshar. We were to start with the Arya-ratna- 
traya-anusmriti Sutra (recollection of the Buddha, his teaching 
and his disciples'). Learning this by heart meant very hard 
work from morning till midnight. He himself was prepared to 
give the initiation (wangkur) on the Treasury of the Mine of 
Precious Teachings (Rinchen Terdzo), by the great Jamgon 
Kongtrul who made this vast collection of doctrines at a time 
when some of these teachings were nearly forgotten; he had 
searched for them throughout Tibet. The Rinchen Terdzo is of 
the utmost importance, for it contains all the most profound 
doctrines that he himself had received from the tenth Trungpa 



Tulku. 

Jamgon Kongtrul began his own preparations for the rite at 
four in the morning and we pupils had to be in the hall from 
five until eight in the evening. The wangkur started with 
morning devotions, and special offerings were made on the 
tenth and the twenty-fifth day of the month. During the six 
months of the rite there were only three breaks when our guru 
was unwell. Hundreds of monks and some abbots of 
neighboring monasteries attended the course which was 
restricted to those who had already done the introductory 
practice; they camped around in tents. This was a very moving 
gathering, for all were aware that they belonged to the family 
of the dharma. During the whole of the rites Apho Karma kept 
a very strict eye on me, for I was placed with several other 
tulkus (incarnate lamas) who, being young, were apt to be a 
little frivolous, and though I was actually the youngest I was 
expected to behave; however, a kindly Nepalese monk who had 
been in India and had seen modern mechanical inventions, 
noticing my youth, gave me my first toy, a little engine which 
he had made himself; a string wound round its front wheel set 
it in motion in the same way as a top. 

The Rinchen Terdzo finished with the enthronement wangkur 
at which a disciple is chosen and given special authority to 
carry on his guru's teaching. Jamgon Kongtrul Rinpoche 
conferred on me this honor; I was enthroned, and he put his 
own robes on me, handing me his ritual bell and dorje 
(thunderbolt scepter) with many other symbolic objects, 
including his books. I felt very shy, as there were many lamas 
there of much greater learning than I who, I thought, would be 
far more suitable; however, my tutor and the monks were 
pleased to decide otherwise on that day. 

When the gathering was over my guru advised me to join the 
seminary under Khenpo Gangshar, saying that he himself would 
give me meditation instruction every fortnight. 

There was accommodation for about one hundred students in 
the seminary which stood on the banks of the river some four 
miles distant from Jamgon Kongtriil's residence; each student 



had his own cubicle where he slept and studied; these were in 
long rows connected by a covered passage and their windows 
looked out on a stretch of grass between the lines. Stoves were 
placed in the corridor beside each cubicle for us to do our own 
cooking, this being done for us only on festival days. The 
kitchen staff supplied us with tea and hot water and distributed 
the required fuel; if this was insufficient we would collect wood 
for ourselves. Breakfast was finished before five, when a gong 
was rung for us to begin our homework, and at eight a second 
bell was sounded for us to attend the khenpo's lecture. Before 
giving this he would answer any questions from the students 
who might want to have the previous day's work clarified. After 
this our names were shaken up in a bowl, and the one whose 
name was drawn had to reread the scriptures of the day before 
and to put forward his own commentary. Then the khenpo 
began the lesson of the day with careful explanations. This was 
followed by group tuition, and my tutor, one of the kyorpons 
(tutors) who had been especially chosen for this office would 
decide if I should join the group or go to my cubicle to receive 
private tuition from him. I started with Maitreya's works on 
transcendental wisdom ( prajnaparamita ) which is one of the 
main themes of the mahayana, the school of the greater vehicle 
(Dr. Conze has made some excellent English translations of 
these under the name Perfection of Wisdom ); the basic trends 
of the lesser vehicle I had already studied in my own 
monastery. 

The teaching staff at the seminary consisted of Khenpo 
Gangshar Rinpoche as the principal with five kyorpons as 
tutors under him: the term kyorpon is equivalent to a geshe in 
the Geluk and Sakya schools, something like the English doctor 
of divinity. There were also several junior kyorpons. The 
discipline and behavior of the students were looked after by a 
senior lama called the gekd. 

Sechen was founded toward the end of the sixteenth century 
and was one of the leading monasteries of the Mindroling 
tradition of the Nyingma, the first monastic order to be 



established in Tibet. It was famed for the profoundness of the 
doctrines taught there and also for its very strict discipline. 
When I was there, there were eight incarnate lamas besides 
the two abbots, with some three hundred bhikshus and two 
hundred novices in the monastery. The buildings more or less 
filled the valley, with the main assembly hall in the center. The 
walls of the hall were festooned with open-work embroideries 
and had frescoes depicting historical events; numerous shrine 
rooms opened out from it, and one of them contained an 
extensive library; in another room there were very ancient 
images of the eight "spiritual sons" (bodhisattvas) of the 
Buddha. There was a more modern image of Manjushri, the 
patron of wisdom, which was heavily gilt and decorated with 
precious stones; besides these there was a figure of Rigdzin 
Gyurme Dorje, one of the founders of the Nyingma school, 
made out of consecrated herbs and clay; it was a very rare and 
ancient piece of work. The whole place had an atmosphere of 
remarkable vitality. 

My first impression was the peace and calm of the place, for 
the monks lived under very strict discipline though all were 
very happy. The drums and other musical instruments were 
particularly soft toned; the monks were not allowed to raise 
their voices and had to sit very still while meditating. Those 
who carried out the rites had to be accurate in every detail and 
all the chanting had to be done from memory, as no books were 
allowed. The ritual was slightly different from that practiced in 
other schools, but I found that it had great dignity in its 
perfection. There were two abbots at Sechen; Tulku Rabjam 
Rinpoche was a great personality both spiritually and because 
of his wide vision in regard to practical affairs; I owe much to 
his teaching. He had a striking appearance because of his very 
large mustache, not common among our people. The second 
abbot, Tulku Gyaltsap Rinpoche, who was the incarnation of 
one of the tenth Trungpa Tulku's gurus, was an outstandingly 
saintly man and a gifted writer; he was small of stature and 
radiated friendliness to all who came near him; there was a 
deep understanding between us and his residence was like a 



second home to me. 


By now I was fourteen and completely happy and satisfied with 
the work; I looked forward to the summer vacation when we 
would have more leisure and I would have more opportunities 
to be with my guru. At the beginning of the vacation I was 
staying at one of the hermitages where I could walk in the 
woods and practice meditation in serene solitude. Although it is 
natural for boys to play and want to climb trees, under my 
guru's instruction I had to control such impulses; but here 
everything was such as to satisfy me with the path I had 
chosen. 

On the last day while I was walking, meditating, and enjoying 
the beauty of nature, a thunderstorm burst overhead. This 
sudden transition from peace to conflict symbolized what lay 
ahead of me, for running back to the hermitage I found that a 
monk had arrived from my own monastery to ask if it would be 
possible for me to return to Surmang as one of the senior 
lamas, the third next to the regent abbot, had died. Apho 
Karma made the most of this fact, as the responsibility of being 
left in sole charge of me was getting too much for him and this 
made him very nervous; he considered that I was overworking 
and thought that I might have a breakdown, so he wanted an 
excuse to take me away. He could not have explained all this in 
a letter, and he now decided without consulting Jamgon 
Kongtriil Rinpoche that I should return to Surmang. When the 
matter was put before my guru he was rather upset, but since 
my tutor was so insistent he found it impossible to argue with 
him and finally agreed that I should return to my monastery. To 
me he said "You have received many teachings; you can now 
teach and practice them yourself, but later on you must come 
back and complete your training." A farewell party was 
arranged, attended by the two abbots of Sechen and some of 
the senior lamas. 

The following day when I went to say good-bye to my guru he 
told me that, though I must now leave, he had had a dream the 
night before and had seen a half-moon rising in the sky; 



everyone was saying, "This is a full moon": "This means," he 
said, "that you are the moon, but not yet really full, for your 
studies are not complete." He gave me further advice on 
meditation and said sadly that he must not leave his room to 
say goodbye because his place was still within. I made a 
promise to myself that I would come back, and broken-hearted 
left that wonderful place. 



The flower of compassion. 



SEVEN 


Death, Duties, and a Vision 


A s we rode down the valley I looked back at my guru's white 
retreat in the midst of firs on the hillside and at the 
seminary I loved. I watched the river flowing between it and 
the monastery with its golden roof shining in the sunshine and 
I could not turn my eyes away until all were out of sight. Apho 
Karma was in great spirits, talking about our own monastery 
and the prospect of meeting his friends again, but my two 
monks and I were very sad, for we longed to be still at Sechen. 

On the journey we had a lot of trouble with the horses and 
mules and most of our little party were also unwell. When we 
crossed the river Dri-chu, which here is some four hundred feet 
wide, it was in spate, and our boat made of yak's hide nearly 
capsized, while one of our horses was drowned. 

The monks at Surmang were very surprised to see us, for 
though they had sent me the message, they had thought it 
unlikely that I would return before completion of my studies. 
When I arrived, they concluded that I must really have finished 
and expressed their delight. My tutor kept quiet, and I had to 
tell them that I had not completed my work. This worried them 
considerably and the regent abbots and secretaries felt that 
Apho Karma had made a mistake, particularly since the senior 
lama was already dead and the cremation had taken place with 
full rites, so that there was now no need for me to be there. 

I had not long been back when a message was received asking 
me to partake in the funeral rites for Traleg Kyabgon Rinpoche, 
the abbot of the neighboring monastery of Thrangu, who had 
just died. He had written in his will that he wished for this, 
since he had been a great friend of my predecessor. Thrangu 



lay some five miles south of Jyekundo. On our way we passed 
through the Pelthang airport which was being built by a 
number of Tibetans under Chinese engineers. It was a beautiful 
day with the sun shining over the broad valley but its calm was 
disturbed by the roar of planes overhead; these were bringing 
all kinds of supplies, but since the runway was not completed 
the planes could not land and the packages were parachuted 
down. 

Jamgon Kongtrul of Palpung, who was to officiate at the rites, 
and I arrived simultaneously at Thrangu. We performed the 
ceremonies together for about two weeks. Everyone noticed 
that a change had come over Jamgon Kongtrul; he did not seem 
to be in good health. 

I was obliged to return to Surmang, and before I left he said 
to me, "One is already dead, and one is going to die, this is the 
law of impermanence"; he was sure this would be our last 
meeting. He gave me his blessing by touching foreheads; this is 
the traditional way of imparting blessings between lamas of 
equal standing; then he said that this was to be regarded as a 
different kind of blessing, being the wangkur of the chakra 
(spiritual center) of the head which represents the union of 
"the hundred buddha families" (tampa rig gya). He laid stress 
on this being our last meeting; I asked him to promise that we 
should meet again; he said, "Yes, in one way or another." 

I returned to Surmang by way of the valley of Bi where in the 
seventh century King Songtsan Gampo sent his ministers to 
receive and welcome the Chinese princess he was to marry. 
Here we saw the Buddhist sutras which the ministers had 
carved on the rocks while waiting for her arrival; some of these 
are in archaic Tibetan and others in Sanskrit, which goes to 
prove that King Songtsan Gampo was a Buddhist before he met 
the princess, in fact he had already sent his minister Sambhota 
of Thon to India to collect texts; it was the latter who first 
designed the Tibetan alphabet for the purpose of translating 
the Indian scriptures into our language. 

While the princess was resting in the valley she saw these 
texts and added a huge image of Vairochana Buddha of over 



twenty feet in height which was carved in relief on the rock, 
with “the eight spiritual sons of Buddha" (bodhisattvas) beside 
it together with some ancient Sanskrit inscriptions. We held a 
short service before the image of Vairochana Buddha and went 
on to Surmang. 

I had been back some three weeks when a messenger came 
from Thrangu to tell us that Jamgon Kongtrul had died; he 
brought an invitation to Rolpa Dorje, Garwang Rinpoche, and 
myself to officiate at the funeral rites. The messenger knew 
nothing of what had actually happened and simply said that 
Jamgon Kongtrul had died very suddenly. After the first shock I 
remembered how he had said good-bye to me. His death was a 
very great loss to the whole Kagyu school; my predecessor had 
been his guru and he had been the teacher of Gyalwa Karmapa. 
No one seemed more needed, by the whole order, in the 
present perplexing times. All Surmang was distressed by the 
news of his death and a great number of monks expressed the 
wish to attend the funeral. 

We left hurriedly the following day and traveled day and 
night to Thrangu Monastery where we found everyone deeply 
saddened by the fact that their own abbot had died a few 
weeks before, and now by this second death. Jamgon 
Kongtriil's closest companions among the monks seemed more 
serene and told us what had happened. He had suddenly been 
taken ill and suffered great pain; it was thought that he had 
eaten some sort of unwholesome food. After he had been 
moved to the abbot's house of retreat the pain lessened, but his 
general condition became weaker. After three days he sent for 
his oldest attendant to write down his will which would be 
important for his followers, but he did not want anyone to know 
about it in case they showed too much emotion. He said that 
his rebirth would be near Lhasa among his relations, which 
would give comfort to his mother, and he gave an indication of 
the names of the parents and the time when he would come 
back. He wanted his body to be cremated and that Trungpa 
Tulku should take part in officiating, adding that everyone must 
realize that death is one of the aspects of impermanence; he 



only continued to take medicine to please the monks. One day 
he asked his attendant to look up the calendar and find an 
auspicious date. When the day came he awoke in the morning 
saying that he was feeling much stronger. He had his coverlet 
removed and sat up in the adamantine (vajra) posture; his 
breathing stopped, though his body remained as if meditating 
for some twenty-four hours after. 

After the funeral ceremonies his possessions were distributed 
among those who had attended him; I was given his robe, some 
books, and his amulet case, also his little terrier; the dog 
remained with me for some three years and I became very 
attached to it. It used to follow me when I was riding, but one 
day it went off hunting on its own and got trapped in a 
marmot's burrow. 

Shortly after my return to Namgyal Tse, I was invited to visit 
Drolma Lhakhang. Accompanied by my bursar we started on 
the journey; this was our first sight of the new highway 
recently built by the Communists between China and Lhasa; it 
gave us a strange shock, this straight dark line cutting through 
our mountains, built by a foreign power. It was so broad and it 
ran right through fields and across the spreading landscape 
like a deep trench. As we halted beside it, a Chinese lorry came 
along like a great monster with guns sticking out at the top, 
and a long trail of dust following it. As the lorry drew nearer, 
the noise that it made echoed through the peaceful valley and 
we were aware of acrid petrol fumes. The Tibetans living 
nearby had grown accustomed to such sights, but our horses 
were terror stricken, as we were ourselves. The Chinese always 
drove straight ahead and stopped for no one; other travelers on 
the road were pushed aside, often with accidents to their 
horses and themselves. Looking back at night we watched the 
continual flow of the lighted lorries; we could not understand 
the headlamps, and when we saw the red ones in the rear we 
thought the vehicles were on fire. 

Drolma Lhakhang lies about six days' journey from Chamdo, 
in the Pasho district. It is on the high plateau of Tsawa Gang 



and is surrounded by rocky hills with many lakes, a chilly 
region. One of the principal industries among these 
highlanders (drokpas) is that of weaving very fine cloth, for 
which purpose the people keep great flocks of sheep as well as 
the usual yaks; being compelled to move frequently to fresh 
pasturage, the herdsmen usually live in tents. 

As we approached Drolma Lhakhang, the monastery 
prepared to make us welcome. First we were given curds and 
milk by a family of farmers who had been devotees of my 
predecessor; after which a lama from Drolma Lhakhang, who 
was waiting with them, offered me a ceremonial scarf as he 
made prostration. We then rode on until we met the young 
abbot Akong Tulku at the head of a procession to escort us to 
the monastery. They dismounted and also presented white 
scarves; one of my senior monks followed the traditional 
ceremonial of returning the scarves and hanging them round 
the necks of the givers. As we rode to the monastery, we were 
overtaken by a sudden thunderstorm with vivid lightning and 
hail. The Drolma Lhakhang monks and those from neighboring 
monasteries with their abbots lined the approach to the 
monastery, where an orchestra on the roof played us in. Akong 
Tulku led me into the hall, holding an incense stick in his hand; 
then, after he had made obeisance before me three times we 
exchanged scarves. This was followed by my exchanging 
scarves in the same way with the abbots of the other 
monasteries. Every monk then came to offer me a scarf and to 
receive my blessing; to the senior lamas I gave it touching their 
foreheads with mine; to the other monks, I placed my hand on 
their heads. A monk stood beside me to hand each one a sacred 
“protection cord" as they came for my blessing. When all had 
returned to their places tea and rice were served to the whole 
Surmang party. My tea was poured into a jade cup on a gold 
and silver stand; the rice was served me in a beautiful bowl, 
also of jade, and white china cups and dishes were provided for 
my monks. It was all very formal; Akong Tulku was quiet and 
reserved, merely smiling all the time. We found that we were 
both of the selfsame age. 



Drolma Lhakhang started as a hermitage about two hundred 
years ago and gradually grew into a monastery. There had been 
a succession of Kagyu mystics there, and it had always been a 
center of hospitality to spiritual teachers, while many hermits 
lived in its vicinity The whole monastery had an atmosphere of 
serenity and spirituality, wherein it differed from some others I 
have seen which seemed to be more institutional. 

At the time of my visit it held about 150 monks. The building 
stood on a strip of land beneath a range of hills, at the junction 
of the river Kulha Shung-chu and the Tsawa Au-chu. Behind, on 
the farther side of the hill, lay a whitewashed hermitage; its 
front wall supported on red pillars seemed to grow out of the 
rock. It had been built over one of the caves where the great 
guru Padmasambhava meditated after he had established 
Buddhism in Tibet. It appears that this hill had been known to 
very early men, for near the hermitage we found some 
primitive and curious rock paintings. They portrayed men on 
small horses done in red ochre and were protected by a surface 
that looked like talc. There was also an indication that very 
early Buddhists had lived near the site of the monastery, for at 
the end of the strip of land where it was built there was a 
single upstanding rock, and in one of its crevices sheltered 
from the wind and weather there was a sculpture in relief of 
the dakini (female divinity) Vajrayogini. 

Across the river in front of the monastery rose the very high 
mountain called Kulha Ngang Ya which the people of the 
ancient Bon religion regarded as a powerful god and as one of 
the guardians of Tibet: His consort lived in the turquoise- 
colored lake below. Mount Kulha also figures in the story of 
Gesar of Ling, a famous hero who lived in the thirteenth 
century, the King Arthur of Tibet who also defended the faith 
against the unbelievers. The top of the mountain is always 
under snow and is known as "the crystal tent of Kulha." Just 
before reaching the top one comes to a large cave, the floor of 
which is a sheet of solid ice; Akong Tulku, who had climbed up 
to it, told me that under the ice he had seen huge bones, some 
of which appeared to be human, but were so large that they 



could not have belonged to any recent man. 

Four nunneries had been established at the four corners of 
the mountain, being associated with the monastery of Drolma 
Lhakhang, whose monks could only enter them on particular 
ceremonial occasions. The nuns led more austere lives than the 
monks; they spent much time in meditation and did a great 
deal for the lay population when sick or in trouble. I was very 
impressed by the spirituality of these women. The nunnery at 
the west corner of Mount Kulha looked out over the turquoise 
lake. Near the nunnery at the north corner there was a 
hermitage which was exclusively used for seven-week periods 
of meditation on bardo, the state experienced at the moment of 
death and just afterward. 

After I had been at Drolma Lhakhang for a few days, I was 
asked to give the rite of empowerment (wangkur) on the 
Treasury of the Mine of Precious Teaching (Rinchen Terdzo), 
which I had received from Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen; an 
immense task, as it lasts for six months. I needed a few days 
before accepting the invitation, for though I had received 
permission from my guru to impart this teaching, I was still 
only fourteen, and my tutor and Karma Norsang, who was my 
chief adviser, said that I must be quite sure whether or not I 
could really give the complete wangkur, as any failure would be 
serious. More and more people were arriving at Drolma 
Lhakhang, hoping to attend the wangkur, so I had to make a 
decision. I spent several days in devotional meditation in order 
to know what I should do; finally I asked Karma Norsang to 
inform the monastery that I was prepared to undertake the 
task. 

Arrangements were immediately put in hand to prepare for 
the wangkur. It took a fortnight or so to make all the tormas, 
that is to say conical cakes decorated with disks of sculptured 
butter that call for great artistry; each shape and pattern has 
its own symbolism. I appointed a monk to make a list of all 
those who wished to attend, asking them if they were prepared 
really to put into practice the teaching they would receive. 

To begin with Karma Norsang gave a ritual recitation of the 



kalung (which means "authorization") on the sixty volumes of 
the Rinchen Terdzo and I followed to give the wangkur 
(empowerment rite). 

The following timetable shows how the days were arranged. 


2:30 A.M. 
4:30 A.M. 
6:45 A.M. 
8:00 A.M. 

10:00 A.M. 

11:00 A.M. 
12:00 noon 

1:10 P.M. 

3:00 P.M. 

5:00 P.M. 

6:00 P.M. 
8:00 P.M. 
8:30 P.M. 


Karma Norsang gave the kalung. 

I prepared my teaching of the wangkur. 

Breakfast for all. 

I gave the wangkur. 

Karma Norsang gave the kalung, and during this 
time I prepared my teaching. 

I gave the wangkur. 

Midday meal for all. 

Karma Norsang gave the kalung, while I 

prepared my teaching. 

I gave the wangkur. 

Karma Norsang gave the kalung, while I 

prepared my teaching. 

I gave the wangkur. 

Finish. 

Evening devotions. 


It was hard work for everyone; however, all went well. My 
tutor and monks said they were proud of the achievement of 
one so young. They told me that I must now start seriously on 
my work as a guru, but I myself felt that I was not yet 
sufficiently qualified: I had many misgivings and needed my 
own guru to elucidate a number of points; moreover, I knew 
that one must not have too great a conceit of oneself—here was 
another danger. I explained my position clearly to Akong Tulku 
and the senior lamas, saying that even if I had been able to give 
the wangkur and to perform the traditional rites, I was not 
sufficiently mature to give lectures or personal teaching on 
meditation; however, I promised that I would do all I could to 
qualify myself in the future. 



After that, we traveled farther afield visiting other 
monasteries. The abbot of Yak asked me if at a later date I 
would give the wangkur of the Treasury of the Mine of Precious 
Teaching again. Turning homeward, we again stopped at 
Drolma Lhakhang; the secretary and senior lamas there wanted 
me to undertake to be Akong Tulku's guru, but I told them that 
he must go and study at Sechen, for I was certain that my 
knowledge was still too incomplete and that he should be 
taught by Jamgon Kongtriil Rinpoche; after all, Akong and I 
were boys of the same age. 

Winter was now coming on and on the day of our departure 
snow fell in enormous flakes; as there were no trees the whole 
place was under a sheet of white and it was bitterly cold. There 
is even a proverb about that part of Tibet—"the coldness of this 
land will stop tea from pouring"—but in spite of the weather all 
the monks accompanied us part of the way as a token of good¬ 
bye. They were all so friendly that this was one of the most 
memorable farewells I had ever experienced. Akong Tulku and 
I had become great friends and he was sad at our parting, but I 
told him we would meet again very soon at my guru's 
monastery. I said, "It is inconsistent that I who have not 
finished my own studies and am not fully qualified to teach 
should be asked to be your guru; you must go to Jamgon 
Kongtriil." Akong Rinpoche and his monks escorted us for three 
miles as far as the lake and then we separated. 

The people around had heard about me while I was at Drolma 
Lhakhang and I received many invitations to visit their local 
monasteries on my return journey; unfortunately I was not able 
to accept them. The only place I really wanted to make sure of 
visiting was the monastery of Karma, the third in importance in 
the Karma Kagyii school, and we made our way toward it. 

The whole area around the monastery, known as Karma Geru, 
is famous for its art. Since early in the fifteenth century its 
artists have worked all over Tibet and are known as the Gardri 
school. All the villagers earn their living by painting. I visited 
the village of Pating, whose headman was considered to be the 
leading artist of the area; at his home I found him painting 



scrolls (thangkas) and at the same time he was teaching other 
young artists, while his studio was crowded with pictures of all 
sizes, in different stages of completion. His pupils were also 
taught to work in clay, how to make their own brushes, to 
prepare their own canvasses, and mix their colors. His own 
work was so lovely that it used to be said, "the thangkas that 
Gonpo Dorje paints do not need to be blessed." 

All the houses belonging to the villagers contained wonderful 
paintings and carvings, and their shrine rooms were in the 
same style as those of the monasteries. The headman's house 
was particularly beautiful as it held the works of many 
generations of his family, the early ones being the most perfect. 
The walls were painted with historical or mythical designs, the 
scrolls were all of religious subjects, and the pillars and 
ceilings showed decorative designs of birds and flowers which 
are characteristic of the Gardri school. 

On the opposite side of the river the people specialized in 
goldsmith and silversmith work, particularly in smelting and 
casting these precious metals. All this was most interesting 
and, since the villagers were so skilled, I expected the 
monastery to be even more fascinating artistically. 

The track leading to it runs beside the river which cascades 
through a narrow gorge bordered by high blueish rocks. At its 
farther end an almost perpendicular rock towers above the 
others. High up is an outcrop of yellow stone in the form of a 
seated buddha, beside which many sacred texts have been 
carved even though the rock is so steep that it would seem 
impossible for any man to have climbed up to carve them. A 
waterfall splashes down beside the image causing a perpetual 
rainbow to arch over it. Suddenly beyond this, the gorge opens 
out into a wide valley where the monastery of Karma was 
founded by Rangjung Dorje (1284-1339). It looks out over wide 
fields with the river flowing through them. It was of the 
greatest interest to me to see it, both from the historical point 
of view and by reason of its superb architecture, decorations, 
and furnishings. Special masons had been brought from 
Central Tibet to construct its outside walls which were built out 



of very small stones. Its abbot had recently died and his 
incarnation had not yet been found, so when we arrived we 
were welcomed and received by the regent abbot, who 
personally conducted us over the monastery. 

Through the entrance porch, with its staircases at each side 
leading up to the gallery, we entered the great hall which is 
said to be the second largest in Tibet. This was used for all 
important services, for chanting the choral office, and when 
addressing large gatherings. The high roof over the central 
part of the hall rested on one hundred pillars made from solid 
tree trunks some sixteen to twenty feet in circumference. 
These were lacquered vermillion with designs in yellow, blue, 
and gold, and their spreading capitals were of the type peculiar 
to Tibetan architecture. The hall was dimly lit from windows 
above the gallery which rested on four hundred shorter pillars, 
some of them made of sandalwood brought from India. There 
were various rooms opening out of the gallery, some of which 
formed the abbot's apartment. Twelve shrine sanctuaries off 
the central hall were used for devotions and in one of them 
there were life-sized sculptures of all the incarnations of 
Gyalwa Karmapa, the supreme lama of the order; up to the 
eighth incarnation of the line the workmanship was perfect, but 
with the remaining seven it showed some deterioration. This 
point struck me and I felt that it might be possible for me to do 
something to revive Tibetan art, but Communist oppression 
was soon to put an end to any such dreams. One shrine room 
held the great library, the third largest in Tibet, containing a 
vast collection of manuscripts and also Sanskrit texts believed 
to date from the eighth century. The whole suggested that at 
one time the Karma Kagyu school had been exceedingly 
flourishing and that the best of Buddhist art had been 
preserved here. 

Inside the great hall the walls were painted with wonderful 
scenes from the life of the Lord Buddha, and with scenes from 
the history of the Karma Kagyu school. Between the entrances 
to the shrine sanctuaries there were shelves along the walls on 
which gold and silver lamps burned perpetually. The lion 



throne placed in the center of the hall was made of sandalwood 
brought from a holy place in India; its back was of dark 
sandalwood painted with a gold design and with a piece of gold 
brocade in the center hung round with a white scarf. The 
throne was carved with lion designs and the brocade on its 
cushions had been given by the emperor Tohan Timur when the 
third Karmapa was invited to China. At the end of the hall, 
behind the throne, three entrances led into a tremendously 
lofty chamber, divided in three to hold the images of the past, 
present, and future buddhas; these were so gigantic that the 
measurement across the eyes was five feet. The central image 
was of Shakyamuni, the present Buddha, made of molded brass 
heavily guilded; all the limbs and various parts of the body had 
been cast separately and put together, but the head was cast in 
one piece with a large diamond in the center of the forehead 
which, according to local stories, came from the mouth of the 
celestial hawk garuda. The image had been designed by the 
eighth Gyalwa Karmapa (1507-1554) and he himself had 
carved the sandalwood throne. The images of the past and 
future buddhas were made of clay mixed with consecrated 
herbs; they were decorated with precious stones and each had 
a ruby on its forehead. A table for offerings was placed before 
each image. 

Seen from the outside, the monastery was a grand sight with 
the fastflowing river below and the screen of mountains 
behind. It was built in three tiers; the uppermost roof over the 
high chamber of the three buddha images was gilt surmounted 
by a golden serto , a crest ornament denoting dignity, largely 
used in Tibet over monasteries, houses, and even placed on 
horses' heads for riders of rank; golden chains hung with small 
bells ran from the serto to the top of the roof which also bore 
larger bells at each corner. The roof of the large hall spread out 
below, again with bells at its corners, and below it a third roof 
covered the gallery rooms and the cloisters outside the shrines; 
this also carried bells and carved wooden lions jutted out from 
the stone walls below them. The two lower roofs were not 
gilded, but above the gallery rooms there was a row of carved 



gilt medallions. The cloisters contained eight buddha images 
and four stupas ten feet high, made of precious metals and 
placed under gilt canopies. All these had been brought from 
India in former times; three of the stupas came from Nalanda, 
one of the most famous Buddhist monastic universities in that 
country. 



The serto (emblem of dignity) on a monastery roof. 


The monastery of Karma was a wonderful example of the 
artistry of the incarnation of Gyalwa Karmapa and especially of 
the seventh, eighth, ninth, and tenth of the line; these lamas 
were experts in carving, sculpture, painting, and embroidery 
and in smelting and casting precious metals. Karma was a 
unique example of the beauty of the traditional art of Tibet. It 
was also at the time when these lamas lived that there was a 
renaissance of spiritual teaching all over Tibet to which they 
made a valuable contribution; their writings contained 
important teaching to the effect that the metaphysical and the 
contemplative ways must be brought together. 

On the hill opposite the monastery a little retreat had been 
built, approached by a winding path, with beside it a cluster of 
tamarisk bushes disposed in the form of the letter ka for 
“Karma." 



When I left Karma Monastery many invitations came which I 
could not accept because of the special devotions always held 
at Surmang during the last twelve days of each year. This was 
considered to be an occasion of great importance, but I had not 
been able to take part in it since I was eleven, having always 
been away at that particular time. It was the celebration of the 
buddha-mandala known as the wheel of supreme bliss (khorlo 
demchok; Skt. chakrasamvara ), and it was combined with a rite 
of the guardian divinity Gonpo Chakshipa (Four-Armed 
Protector). These rites included meditation and chanting 
accompanied by drums and cymbals; wind instruments joined 
in at the start and end of the chants. The monks had to arrange 
that there should be no lapse of attendance during the day or 
night and none of them could expect more than four hours' 
sleep. This religious ceremony at the end of each year was 
intended to dispel evil and to build up new spiritual strength 
for the year about to begin. I had only been able to attend it 
three times before, and the monks rejoiced that I could be with 
them once more. I was so young the first time that I was only 
allowed to be a spectator, and then only during the day; on the 
other two occasions, when I had taken part in the whole rite, I 
had found it very long and tiring, but this year, although I was 
not yet fifteen, I could both understand and enjoy it. 

When this rite was over, I went to spend the New Year with 
the hermits at Dorje Khyung Dzong away from the bustle of the 
monastery, after which I was eagerly looking forward to being 
able to return to my studies at Sechen. 



The conch shell of dharma. 


EIGHT 


A Many-Sided Training 


T his was the year 1954, and when I returned to Surmang I 
found that great changes had taken place everywhere. The 
Chinese had opened shops in all the larger towns, selling cloth, 
crockery, blue Chinese overalls, and much else besides. In my 
monastery, some of the monks were wearing new robes of a 
slightly different style, no longer handwoven, but machine 
made. In the villages the women were buying modern perfumes 
and other exotic luxuries. My secretary had been appointed a 
member of the municipality under the Communists. There had 
been gifts of magazines such as the People's Pictorial , and our 
monks had been given posters with Communist slogans and 
asked to put them on the walls of the monastery; this they had 
very properly refused to do. Early in 1953 a Chinese official 
came to Jyekundo, the large trading town which the Chinese 
had established as the district capital. Though he had seen me 
before, he now wanted to ask what I thought of the Communist 
regime. He presented me with a roll of orange brocade and a 
large picture of Mao Tse-tung, and through an interpreter he 
described Peking, how it was the largest city in the world and 
what exciting things were happening there all the time. He 
said, "The late emperor's palace is so large it takes twenty-four 
hours to walk round it. I cannot explain these wonderful things, 
you must come and see them for yourself; the People's 
Government invites you." My senior lamas were so uneasy, they 
advised me not to reply. These Communists officials appeared 
to me as quite a different sort of human being, not only in their 
costumes, but in their whole behavior; their smiles had a 
significance different from the smiles of Tibetans. I could not 
understand it at all. 



Even so, when I was shown a map of the world in one of the 
magazines, I longed to know what sort of lives other people led. 
Hitherto, Europeans had only traveled by the trade routes, or 
to Lhasa, and they were few and far between; outside the 
district towns no one had ever set eyes on one. When I was 
with my guru at Sechen, I had wanted to learn other languages 
and had begun with the Amdo dialect which has a different 
pronunciation and uses words that are elsewhere obsolete; now 
I wanted to learn more, and hoped one day to become familiar 
with the European language and lettering. 

However, other studies lay ahead of me; Rolpa Dorje 
Rinpoche and the senior lamas thought it was now time for me 
to learn religious ceremonial dancing. According to monastic 
rules, secular dancing is not permitted, but the Buddhist 
dancing is a spiritual exercise in awareness. The Lord Buddha 
is portrayed in sculpture and painting making different 
gestures (muc/ras), each of which has its own special 
significance. And so it is with our dancing; each step and each 
movement of the hands, arms, and head has its own symbolic 
meaning and brings an increase of understanding both to 
dancers and spectators. This is seldom understood in the West 
where this deeply religious art is still at times miscalled "devil 
dancing." Nothing could be more ill-founded. These dances 
have no connection with magic and still less with sorcery, for 
they originally came from Buddhist India and embody the 
methods of different spiritual masters. 

The form that I was to learn came through Naropa, the 
"spiritual grandfather" of Milarepa, and expresses the ascent 
from the level of a beginner to final realization. It is called the 
great gathering ( tsokchen ) and is based on the wheel of 
supreme bliss (khorlo demchok) which is a mandala of the 
sambhogakaya or "fruition body of buddhahood." This dance is 
a specialty of Surmang. 

When the main assembly hall of the Varshika Vihara was not 
being used for other purposes, the religious dancing was 
rehearsed there, since this house lay farther up the slope and 
at some distance from other monastery buildings so that the 



noise of the dancing could not be heard. The venerable 
Lhapten, who was the dorje-loppon (master of rites), was our 
instructor; he rejoiced in being able to hand on his great 
knowledge, for he was extremely expert and although about 
sixty-five he was still a very good dancer. 

It was all a great change; in the monastery my work had all 
been sedentary, now it was all movement; thirty-five of us had 
at first to practice with the hand drum. Afterward, when I was 
in India, I found the identical instrument in old Indian paintings 
in a museum, and this proved to me that its use originated 
there. This work with the drum was, in fact, more difficult than 
the actual dancing, for the arm has to be held up at full stretch 
for over an hour at a time, then as the drum is twisted in the 
hand, the two weights attached to long cords rap on the 
vellum. To do this properly is far from easy and most tiring to 
start with. The drum is held in the right hand and symbolizes 
compassion, while the bell in the left hand symbolizes voidness 
of ultimate content. We practiced in this way daily from 
morning till evening with only an hour's break. In the evening 
we had to memorize the fundamental principles of the dancing 
and to learn the chants that go with it. 

My tutor, Apho Karma, helped me on this course; he was very 
knowledgeable about these things though hardly a good dancer 
himself, but he gave me private instruction, for he was anxious 
for me to excel. He expressed the thought that I should have 
some spare time to rest in order to offset all this physical 
exertion and did his best to help by giving me massage; he also 
began to worry about my health, since at the start I suffered a 
good deal through my muscles being in such poor condition; 
but in a month's time I grew stronger. By then we were 
practicing other movements and I could work nearly all day 
long without getting tired. Naturally I was not one of the better 
pupils, for the other monks had started in good condition; I 
knew that I lagged behind them, though they and our teacher 
always tried to be encouraging. Still I enjoyed it very much, 
and the difficulties reminded me of the time when I practiced 
prostration under Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche. 



The course went on for three and a half months without 
interruption, for there was a great deal to learn. The dancing 
had 360 different themes symbolic of the number of days in the 
year, and of the same number of worldly thoughts that must be 
transformed into the 360 forms of wisdom. 

At the end we had a dress rehearsal and were watched by an 
unofficial audience. We appeared in our best robes and I had to 
lead the dance which was most embarrassing, for I knew that 
some of the others were better than I. Alas, in their kindness 
the audience made no comment, but this made me even more 
aware that I really needed criticism, and I realized how 
grateful I must be to my tutor for treating me objectively and 
never hesitating to correct me. 

After three months at the Varshika Vihara, I had to decide 
whether to go back to Sechen or to stay on for further dancing 
lessons. I chose to go to my guru without delay for, as I told my 
secretary, it was already the beginning of summer, and if I did 
not leave at once, the river Drichu might again be in spate and 
difficult to cross. 

As we were preparing to start we learned that His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama and other senior lamas had been invited to visit 
China. Some of my monks were very upset, fearing that the 
Chinese would not allow His Holiness to return to Tibet; others, 
however, felt that his visit might help, for he would surely make 
a good impression on the Communists. 

Apho Karma did not want to come with me, saying that he 
felt old and exhausted and that at Sechen he could no longer 
help me for I would be under my own guru. I was very sad to 
leave him behind for he had done so much for me with his 
ready advice and deep understanding. Now he reminded me 
that I could not hide behind a tutor all my life, adding, “On this 
journey you can make the experiment of relying on your own 
judgment, but once at Sechen, you will be under Jamgon 
Kongtriil; everything will be in his hands and you will not have 
to worry about anything." 

Many monks and friends came to bid us farewell and my 



table was piled with scarves offered in token of good wishes. I 
said good-bye to Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche, and we set off escorted 
by our many friends for the first stage of our journey This time 
we took a different route, through the most beautiful country I 
had ever seen. For three days among the high mountains we 
did not see a single human being, though there were all sorts 
of animals such as foxes, muskrats, and deer, while at night we 
had to put a guard on our pack animals to protect them from 
brown bears. The whole countryside was ablaze with flowers. 

On our arrival at Sechen, I found that Jamgon Kongtriil was 
no longer at his own residence, but was living in the seminary. 
We learned that the latter had been enlarged and that there 
were many more monks and tulkus present. He was not 
expecting me, but expressed delight at my arrival. Many old 
friends were still there and all told me that this time I must 
really complete my studies. My guru was giving a course of 
lectures on The Seven Treasuries , the works of Longchen 
Rabjampa, a great teacher of the Nyingma school. He said that 
it was a most auspicious moment for me to join them and that 
the teaching would be his spiritual gift of welcome: He would 
give me personal instruction on the previous parts that I had 
missed. 

Visitors were continually coming for the teaching, who 
camped in tents all round the seminary. The atmosphere was 
quite different to Surmang; I found it so happy and peaceful in 
spite of the crowds and the noise, everyone was intent on 
gaining further spiritual knowledge; we all felt how the monks 
at Sechen had a particular charm, from those who did the 
menial tasks, upward, it was like a big happy family. 

Academically I had less work to do here and this gave me 
more time for meditation. 

A fortnight later, the course was finished and the summer 
vacation began. As Jamgon Kongtriil was going back to his 
residence he advised me to travel with my monks to visit the 
famous Khyentse Rinpoche at Dzongsar Monastery, four days' 
journey away in the valley of the Drichu. Four of the professors 
(khenpos) accompanied us and we set off southward. On the 



third day we stopped at Manikengo as we had been told the 
story of a very saintly man who had died there the previous 
year. We went to the house where he had lived, and met his son 
and his wife who recounted the miracle that had occurred at 
the old man's death. 

In his lifetime he had erected a group of "mani stones" on 
which he had carved a great number of mantras and sutras and 
he had also set up a choten (stupa) among them. 

In his youth he had been a servant with a wealthy family but 
in middle age he left his employment to receive meditational 
instruction in a monastery. Though he had to work for his living 
by day he spent most of his nights in contemplation, only 
allowing himself two to three hours' sleep. His compassion was 
so great that he always helped everyone in need, and opened 
his house at all times to pilgrims and the very poor. While 
carrying out his daily work he used to practice meditation in 
his own way, though his son who was a monk told him that he 
should carry out more formal spiritual exercises, but this he 
could not accept. Though he had hitherto always been in good 
health, three years before his death he fell ill and his family 
began to be very worried, yet he himself appeared to become 
increasingly happy. He composed and sang his own songs of 
praise instead of traditional Buddhist chants. As his illness 
became more and more serious, lamas and doctors were called 
in, with his son telling him that he must now remember all the 
teaching that he had received, at which he smiled, saying, "I 
have forgotten it all, and anyway there is nothing to remember; 
everything is illusion, yet I am confident that all is well." Just 
before his death the old man said, "When I die you must not 
move my body for a week; this is all that I desire." 

They wrapped his dead body in old clothes and called in 
lamas and monks to recite and chant. The body was carried 
into a small room, little bigger than a cupboard and it was 
noted that though the old man had been tall the body appeared 
to have become smaller; at the same time a rainbow was seen 
over the house. On the sixth day on looking into the room the 
family saw it had grown still smaller. A funeral service was 



arranged for the morning of the eighth day and men came to 
take the body to the cemetery; when they undid the coverings 
there was nothing inside except nails and hair. The villagers 
were astounded, for it would have been impossible for anyone 
to have come into the room, the door was always kept locked, 
and the window of the little resting place was much too small. 

The family reported the event to the authorities and also 
went to ask Khyentse Rinpoche about the meaning of it. He told 
them that such a happening had been reported several times in 
the past and that the body of the saintly man had been 
absorbed into the Light. They showed me the nails and the hair 
and the small room where they had kept the body. We had 
heard of such things happening, but never at firsthand, so we 
went round the village to ask for further information. Everyone 
had seen the rainbow and knew that the body had disappeared. 
This village was on the main route from China to Lhasa and the 
people told me that the previous year when the Chinese heard 
about it they were furious and said the story must not be talked 
about. 

The following day we reached the monastery of Dzongsar 
which belonged to the Sakya school. The present Khyentse 
Rinpoche had been brought up there; his guru had been Situ of 
Kathok Monastery, the disciple of the renowned teacher the 
great Khyentse Rinpoche whose path the present Khyentse had 
followed. 

On our arrival we found there were more visitors than 
residents; they had come from all the different Buddhist 
schools of Tibet, for the seminary specialized in a great variety 
of teachings. We were given accommodation in the monastery 
and made an appointment to be received by Khyentse Rinpoche 
on the following day. Our party went together for a formal 
introduction, exchanging the traditional scarves, etc., after 
which, the lama talked to me alone. His room had been left 
exactly as it was in the time of the great Khyentse and seemed 
still to exude the power of his spirituality. Khyentse came down 
from his throne and sat on a cushion in front of me with a 
welcoming smile. There was a sense of peace, happiness, and 



warmth all around him, but there was also a sense of awe, his 
words were so profound. He said that he was always glad to 
meet a disciple of Jamgon Kongtriil and particularly one who is 
the incarnation of the tenth Trungpa Tulku who had also been 
one of his own teachers; he added, "You and I are the sons of 
the same spiritual father." He felt that he had no further 
teaching to give me since I had studied under so great a master 
already, but at my request he agreed to perform the 
empowerment rite of kalachakra (the wheel of time) for our 
party and would also instruct me privately. Although I was only 
there for a month, I learned a great deal and a deep 
understanding grew between us. Khyentse Rinpoche said to 
me, "You must look after and guide yourself, as in the future 
there will be no further teachers. A new era has begun in which 
the pure doctrine of the Lord Buddha lies in the hands of 
individuals; each one is separately responsible, for I do not 
think that we can carry on in the way we have done up till now. 
We can no longer rely on groups and communities. The 
situation is very serious, many of us are old, and perhaps it is 
young people like you, the new generation, who shall bear the 
burden." 

While we were at Dzongsar, we had a strange experience. 
Knowing that the monastery was the center for a great many 
visitors, lamas, scholars, and devotees, the Communists came 
with a propaganda film complete with its own batteries to give 
us a show. It covered their activities in Tibet from 1949 to 
1953, and showed how much they had accomplished there with 
their so-called improvements, such as roads, schools, and 
hospitals, and how the Red Army had been warmly welcomed 
by the Tibetans. Since there was no public hall in which they 
could show the film, they made use of one of the sacred 
temples. Khyentse Rinpoche was forced to be present, for if he 
were there everyone else would have to attend: This was the 
first time I had seen a film. 

The morning of our departure was a sad one, especially with 
those last words from Khyentse Rinpoche uppermost in my 
mind. I asked him to promise that we would meet again and 



that I would be given more time to study under him. His 
presence seemed to be with me for many miles of the journey 

During the interval, before the start of the new term at 
Sechen, I decided to spend all my time in meditation under my 
guru. Tulku Aten who was still with me as my advisor, now told 
me that before we left Surmang the authorities had said that I 
must not remain away for too long as I was needed in the 
monasteries, so I should finish my studies as quickly as 
possible. I consulted my guru who advised me to stay at Sechen 
for a little longer as I needed further instruction in meditation 
and Tulku Aten went back to Surmang to tell them how matters 
stood. I was now left with Lama Pega as my attendant and one 
Tsering, who like myself was anxious to have further 
instruction in meditation. 

This was the time of year when young monks, particularly 
those from distant monasteries, went out with their begging 
bowls to collect food for the winter; those who belonged to 
Sechen were usually supported by local people. Since, however, 
many of the monks at Sechen were disciples of my previous 
incarnation, they looked after me and I accepted their help as it 
was important for me to study. 

When the new term began we had to go on with our work 
from where we had left off; we started with the abhidharma, 
the metaphysical portion of the old Buddhist canon, and 
continued with pratimoksha which deals with monastic rules; 
we had also to study rhetoric and logic, though not so 
extensively as in some other schools. All the teaching was given 
orally, and we only made a few notes at the time for our own 
use. 

The master encouraged me to make a comparative study of 
the different schools, and would explain their meeting points. 
He listened to my criticisms, but would say, "It is no use just 
having theories, you must reflect about the meaning: You must 
not accept anything just because it is given as the teaching of 
Buddha, but always examine it for yourself. You must follow the 
middle way; if a statement is found in the scriptures, it rests 
with you to find out what it really means in order to have true 



faith. Knowledge must be tested in the same way as gold; first 
refined, then beaten and made smooth till it becomes the right 
color and shows that it is pure gold." 

I was delighted when Akong Tulku arrived at Sechen for the 
New Year celebrations; we had become fast friends when I 
visited Drolma Lhakhang and gave the rite of the Treasury of 
the Mine of Precious Teaching: I had then done all I could to 
persuade him to come to Sechen to receive instruction from 
Jamgon Kongtriil, and I wanted him to experience the 
wonderful atmosphere there. His party had had an extremely 
difficult journey for the whole country was under ice and snow. 
Five Drolma Lhakhang monks had accompanied him, but soon 
returned to their monastery and only his tutor remained with 
him. 



The vase of the elixir of immortality. 



NINE 

The Dalai Lama's Visit 


O n his return journey in 1955, after a year's visit to China, 
the Dalai Lama wanted to travel by way of East Tibet in 
order to be able to meet his people there; but unfortunately he 
was delayed by earthquakes that had caused damage to some 
of the northern roads, and he was forced to change his plans 
for it was only possible to visit those places that could be 
reached by car, so he delegated three high-ranking lamas to 
represent him elsewhere. These were his junior tutor Trijang 
Rinpoche, Chung Rinpoche, and Gyalwa Karmapa; the latter 
was to take his place at Palpung Monastery. I received a letter 
from Gyalwa Karmapa just before the end of the Sechen term, 
informing me of these plans and telling me to come to Palpung 
where a council was to be held to decide on the arrangements 
to be made to receive the Dalai Lama's message: All the abbots 
of the Kagyii school were expected to attend it. After notifying 
Surmang I started off with Akong Tulku, my two Surmang 
monks, and a monk from Sechen who fortunately had a mule. 
Both Akong and I had already sent our horses back to our 
monasteries and though the abbots at Sechen offered to lend 
us theirs as well as some tents, I thought that we should do the 
journey on foot, while our baggage could be carried on the 
mule. Traveling proved difficult, for the spring snow was very 
soft and heavy; there was no wind and we suffered a good deal 
from snow blindness. 

When we reached Palpung we found that my bursar and Apho 
Karma, whom I had not seen for some time, together with many 
other senior lamas had already arrived. They were surprised 
that our party had traveled on foot. 

Gyalwa Karmapa, as the representative of the Dalai Lama, 



was accompanied by Chinese and Tibetan officials besides 
having a Chinese bodyguard; we had little time to change from 
our travel-stained clothes into our brocade robes to be ready to 
pay our respects to him. He was very friendly and told me that 
he had been waiting for me. We had tea together, when he told 
me how relieved he was to be back in Tibet; he said that the 
Chinese had appeared friendly but that life in China seemed to 
be rather superficial. He was interested to hear about my 
studies. 

The following day Gyalwa Karmapa gave the Dalai Lama's 
message to the assembly saying: 

His Holiness deeply regrets that he has not been able to 
accept the invitation from the Kagyupas himself. He asks 
people to understand the present situation in Tibet and 
how important it is for everyone to keep to their religious 
institutions. A great responsibility rests upon the leaders 
who must help both the monastic and the lay population. 
Everyone should be cooperative and remember that all are 
brothers. 

Then Gyalwa Karmapa went on to tell us about the visit to 
China. They had been treated very hospitably: The orderliness 
and the material advances in the country had been brought to 
their notice, but he said nothing about the religious and 
personal freedom of the people. 

We could understand that the Dalai Lama and his party were 
not free to voice their own opinions. Between the lines, one 
could realize what conditions were really like in China, and 
what might happen in Tibet. The whole program, as well as the 
Dalai Lama's itinerary, was obviously being controlled by the 
Communists. 

The abbot of Palpung Monastery, Tai Situ Rinpoche, who was 
second in importance in the Karma Kagyu school, had died 
some years before and no reincarnation had been found. Up till 
then Gyalwa Karmapa had been unable to give any indication 
where to look. The monastic committee now renewed the hope 



that the time had come for a vision and that Gyalwa Karmapa 
might perform the enthronement ceremony while he was still 
at Palpung. But the latter felt very uncertain about it; he had 
been much disturbed since his visit to China. He meditated for 
three days and on the fourth he had a vision. He called the 
regent abbot and the secretary and asked them to arrange for 
the enthronement at once, for he could now tell them where 
the incarnation had taken place. Everyone rejoiced and started 
immediately to make the preparations. 

That same afternoon they went back to him for his final 
directions. He told them to go the following morning to a place 
where they would find the incarnation and gave them the full 
names of the parents, for he was in no doubt; all three must 
immediately be brought to Palpung. The monastery sent out 
invitations to attend the ceremony to the king of Derge, to 
lamas of neighboring monasteries, and to important laymen in 
the district. 

The king arrived in great state with thirty-five counselors and 
three hundred other people in his suite. His procession was led 
by a row of monk musicians, with other monks who were 
waving censers. The king wore a shirt of lemon-colored 
brocade under a gold brocade coat, with pantaloons of white 
silk tucked into long boots; his jeweled sword in a carved gold 
scabbard hung from his belt. He had a gold amulet box slung 
across his chest; his hat was of gold brocade with red tassels 
round the crown and a large diamond on the top. His four 
senior ministers wore the same sort of costume, but of deep 
yellow brocade; the other ministers were in crimson brocade; 
all wore rubies on their hats. The rest of the suite followed in 
ordinary festival clothes. All the party rode on horses bedecked 
with gay trappings. 

The enthronement ceremony was held in the large assembly 
hall; the whole place, including the pillars, was decorated with 
gold brocade hangings as well as beautiful thangkas depicting 
the life of the Buddha and the line of the Kagyu school. The 
senior lamas were in their gold brocade tongas (waistcoats) 
under maroon robes and cloaks with golden stoles at the back. 



Gyalwa Karmapa's throne at the right and the abbot's throne 
on the left, each with five cushions, were at the end of the hall, 
while the tulkus sat in rows leading up to them. Each throne 
had a number of cushions on it which varied according to the 
standing of the particular tulku, either four, three, two, or a 
single one on the floor; all were covered in gold brocade: I was 
given four cushions. The king sat behind us on five cushions 
nearest to Gyalwa Karmapa's throne, with his ministers and the 
neighboring laity below him. The rest of the monks were on low 
benches covered with rugs. Against the wall on the opposite 
side of the king an elaborate altar had been erected. 

Gyalwa Karmapa conducted the ceremony of enthronement; 
scarves and gifts were piled on the table, and a khenpo gave a 
two-hour talk on the history of Buddhism, also on the history of 
the monastery, and expressed everyone's gratitude that the 
incarnation had been found. The following day a party was 
arranged for the king, and invitations were sent to particular 
lamas. For several weeks afterward offerings were placed 
before the altar, including thousands of butter lamps, sacrificial 
cakes (tormas), flowers, and incense. In return the king gave a 
dinner to the regent abbot and senior monks who, when he left, 
accompanied him some distance on his journey. In Tibet this is 
always a mark of respect. 

After the enthronement, a message was received from the 
Dalai Lama to say when he would be arriving in Derge; he 
would be staying at the king's palace. Gyalwa Karmapa made 
this announcement to all the lamas present; there was a 
discussion about how to approach His Holiness and what other 
arrangements should be made. Particular forms, ceremonies, 
and rules of costume had to be observed and many gifts, of 
which there was a prescribed list, had to be offered: A monk 
had to read from an illuminated script, couched in poetic form, 
with many flourishes begging the acceptance of the gifts by His 
Holiness. The first gift had to be a white scarf, followed by a 
gold image of the Buddha, a scripture, and a model of a stupa, 
or a bell and dorje, as symbols of long life of the body, speech, 
and mind; also five rolls of colored cloth and the skins of a 



tiger, a leopard, a fox, and an otter. The Dalai Lama would also 
be offered the traditional gifts of a set of robes, gold and silver 
coins, rolls of brocade, food, horses and cattle, etc., finally 
another white scarf, for this is auspicious, being the symbol of 
purity. 

On this occasion, Gyalwa Karmapa would officiate at the 
presentation of all the gifts from Palpung as well as those from 
the neighboring monasteries and from the important laity of 
the district; they would all be placed together in the center of 
the hall in the prescribed order. 

At the finish of the council meeting, Gyalwa Karmapa was 
invited to come for a rest at the summer residence of some of 
the higher-ranking lamas at Palpung. These private residences 
were situated about half a mile from the monastery; they were 
charmingly built, with their own gardens and stables. The 
Chinese officials and bodyguard, being still with Gyalwa 
Karmapa, were also able to relax there; they played football in 
the garden and we were able to talk to them in a most friendly 
way and even to joke with them. Away from Communist 
authority, they were natural and seemed to take an interest in 
everything. At that time many Tibetans were on excellent terms 
with the Chinese, as long as the latter were out of sight of the 
Party members in charge. 

While Gyalwa Karmapa was resting we were still able to go 
to have informal talks and teaching from him and I spoke to 
him about my idea of enlarging the seminary at Dutsi Tel; he 
was most encouraging in spite of the Chinese situation. All this 
month I spent the time usefully by meeting abbots and 
professors from other monasteries, while in the evenings and 
early mornings I worked at my own studies. Apho Karma 
realized that I had learned a lot during the past year and began 
at last to treat me as an adult. 

During the time that Gyalwa Karmapa was away, the 
committee at Palpung had established a camp near Derge 
Gonchen, the capital of Derge, for we expected that His 
Holiness would spend a night with us. This meant a very large 
camp; five hundred tents were required since, besides those 



destined for the Dalai Lama and his party, about four hundred 
others were needed for all the Kagyii lamas who had attended 
the council meeting. It was necessary to obtain the approval of 
both Tibetan and Chinese officials for these arrangements. 
When Gyalwa Karmapa returned to us, we all left for the camp. 

The special tent for His Holiness had a separate bedroom and 
sitting room and was beautifully decorated throughout. 
Another tent was needed for audiences and this housed the 
Dalai Lama's throne; there were more tents for committee and 
cabinet meetings and for the rest of his party. Each tent was of 
a different size, shape, and design; most of them were lined 
with white silk adorned with brocade hangings and thangkas. A 
gold-plated serto (crest ornament), the emblem of dignity, rose 
over each tent; the tent ropes were black with red ornaments, 
and the pegs took the form of gilt images of various demigods; 
flowers had been planted all round and the whole camp looked 
very welcoming. 

The day before His Holiness was expected to reach the king's 
palace we made ready to go to meet him. First, a procession 
was organized to escort Gyalwa Karmapa to Derge Gonchen 
whose monks, belonging to the Sakya school, were to be our 
hosts. The procession was very colorful; eighty abbots 
preceded Gyalwa Karmapa and his staff, and he was followed 
by three hundred monks; everyone was on horseback. The 
senior lamas wore their maroon robes under long-sleeved 
yellow brocade riding coats, with vermillion stoles draped 
across their shoulders; a cord round the waist and across one 
shoulder held everything in position, being clasped at the back 
by a gold amulet case and joined in front with a gold tassel. 
They wore their summer hats of gold lacquer with round 
crowns and brims. The horses were gaily caparisoned and 
carried the ornament of the serto between their ears; their 
saddles were plated with gold while the flaps were of gold 
brocade. 

As we approached the monastery which lay near the king's 
principal palace, monks with banners and musical instruments 
came to escort us along the road, and at the monastery we 



were welcomed by other musicians on the roof. 

The king himself belonged to the Sakya school, so he had 
invited Phuntsok Photrang Rinpoche, the head of that school, 
together with his party, to be guests at another of his 
residences. 

The Dalai Lama was due to arrive the following day; he was 
to stay with the king at the chief palace. When his car was 
some two miles away the king with Phuntsok Photrang and 
Gyalwa Karmapa drove out, also in cars, to meet him. He was 
accompanied by his tutor, and his staff followed in two more 
cars. Thousands of people were lining the road which was 
decorated with designs in colored sand and had a white cloth 
laid upon it for the cars to pass over; they had crowded in from 
all parts of the district to greet the Dalai Lama, but were very 
disappointed at seeing so little of him, since the Chinese 
authorities had insisted that he should travel in a closed car. 
The king and the two abbots escorted the Dalai Lama's party 
back to the palace, all going at a very slow pace with a monk 
walking behind the Dalai Lama's car carrying a ceremonial 
umbrella. The abbots of both schools stood in rows a short 
distance from the palace, Sakyapas on the right-hand side and 
Kagyupas on the left, but like the country crowds we could 
hardly see His Holiness shut up, as he was, in the closed car, 
nor did we see the party alight outside the palace where the 
king's ministers were waiting on the steps; the king himself, 
carrying incense sticks, then conducted the Dalai Lama into the 
palace to the welcoming sound of music. 

Next day His Holiness gave a wangkur and a short talk in the 
great hall of the monastery. He said that our religion should 
come foremost in our lives to bind us together, but we should 
try to have a friendly attitude toward the Chinese. We sat in the 
first row and it was almost unbelievable and extremely moving 
for us to see His Holiness in our part of Tibet. Despite official 
pomp and ceremony, the Dalai Lama made it evident that he 
had come as a friend to his people, smiling his greeting as he 
went to his throne escorted by his solemn, formal officials. He 
made us feel that he really wanted to be among us in East Tibet 



which he had been unable to visit before. He gave me 
personally a wider vision, since I now understood what it meant 
to be the incarnation of Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of 
Compassion, for this was apparent in the Dalai Lama's serenity 
and radiance, which one could feel was part of him. We were 
beginning to lose heart, for the Communists were becoming so 
powerful; it seemed as if our happy days were coming to an 
end; however, the presence of His Holiness gave us renewed 
hope that the spiritual teaching and culture of Tibet could not 
be entirely swept away. Yet it was sad to see him looking so 
thin and strained as a result of the heavy burden he had to 
carry. 

While we were at Derge Gonchen we were taken over parts 
of the palace which was very interesting. It was already old 
when the great king of Derge, Chogyal Tenpa Tsering, after 
having conquered the surrounding province, made Derge 
Gonchen his capital in the eighteenth century. He used to 
travel incognito all round the districts to see for himself in 
what condition his people were living and if justice was being 
properly administered. We were shown the library which he 
had built. This had its own printing press; the woodblocks for 
printing the scriptures (the finest of their kind in Tibet) as well 
as the printed books themselves were stored here. This press 
was famous all over the country, for there were only two other 
such establishments in Tibet. The library was considered to be 
a holy place, even though work was carried on there, for its 
books were all connected with Buddhist teaching. Chogyal 
Tenpa Tsering, besides being a good ruler, was himself a 
notable scholar; he was a devotee of all the schools and his 
library contained a variety of important works, among them, 
108 volumes of translations of sutras (the Kangyur), a number 
of old and new translations of the Buddhist tantras, and also 
many volumes of commentary by early Indian Buddhist 
scholars (the Tengyur), all translated from Sanskrit; the great 
Tai Situ Chokyi Jungne had corrected most of the proofs for the 
printers. The celebrated woodcarvers here were known as the 
Kutsi school. 



The king of Derge was still very young and his mother was 
acting as regent. She gave us an audience and we noticed how 
pale and thin she looked, for she was always under the strain of 
dealing with the Chinese and attending their meetings in 
addition to her work on state affairs. She was simply dressed in 
dark blue brocade and wore small gold earrings, with a 
reliquary round her neck and a turquoise ornament in her hair. 

We also met the head of the Sakya school, Phiintsok Photrang 
Rinpoche, who had been to China with the Dalai Lama. He told 
us that coming back to Tibet had seemed like a dream. He had 
felt before he went away that his country had reached a crisis 
and that the time had come for us all to consider our future 
more thoughtfully. While he was away he had been quite 
exhausted, so he said, and it was restful to be back here again, 
but if he seemed lazy and wished to forget the experience, we 
others must not imitate him; those who had not suffered the 
strain of this turmoil might still be able to work out clearly 
what should be done: It does not matter to what school one 
belongs, all must work together. Before we left he gave us his 
blessing. 

When we were returning to our camp Gyalwa Karmapa asked 
Sanggye Nyenpa Rinpoche, an older lama, to take charge of 
our party, for at that time most of the Kagyu lamas were quite 
young. We were so lively and friendly among ourselves that 
everyone who saw us was struck by it. 

Back at our camp, we finished our preparations for the Dalai 
Lama's visit. In the afternoon, however, to our great 
disappointment we received a message that His Holiness would 
be unable to stay the night, because the Chinese required him 
to return to Central Tibet; he could only spend two hours at the 
camp and take lunch with us. So many people had looked 
forward for months to this visit that the disappointment was 
general; it was apparent that His Holiness was prevented from 
doing as his people wanted, but had to obey the orders of the 
Communists. 

The next day, he arrived in his car and the welcoming 
ceremony took place as planned. He blessed us by reciting The 



Heart Sutra of Perfection of Wisdom ( Prajnaparamita-hridaya 
Sutra ) and took a meal with us at the camp, after which the 
ceremonial offerings were duly made to him. He returned all 
the gifts and only kept the scroll on which the list of gifts had 
been written. He presented the Kagyu order with his own 
brocade robe and some rolls of hand-woven cloth and left us 
with the words "My thoughts will always be with you; I am 
distressed at being unable to stay the night, but I am really 
happy to have spent these two hours with you." Before leaving. 
His Holiness performed the hair-cutting ceremony of primary 
upasaka for the infant Tai Situ Lama, whom Gyalwa Karmapa 
had enthroned at Palpung. 

While I was at the camp a messenger came from Surmang 
saying that a senior lama of a neighboring monastery had died 
and that the monks wanted me to perform the rites. Akong 
Tulku and my two monks took the baggage back to Sechen, and 
I started on my way, traveling for the first day in company with 
Gyalwa Karmapa as far as Kamtho Trukha, where the Chinese 
had installed a ferry to cross the Dri-chu. Here Gyalwa 
Karmapa left for Chamdo, where the Dalai Lama was expected. 
His last words to me were that I must first finish my studies 
and then improve and enlarge the seminary at Diitsi Tel. He 
went away at seven o'clock in the morning in rain and mist in a 
small car provided by the Chinese. It was all so quick that there 
was no opportunity to say goodbye; he had disappeared in a 
moment, waving a white scarf from the car. Other lama friends 
left at the same time in different directions, and I found myself 
alone with the two Surmang monks. It seemed strangely quiet 
and peaceful after so much bustle, and we rode on through 
beautiful wild valleys to our monastery some seven days' 
journey away. 

When I reached Surmang we held a meeting for all the 
monks and the more important laity of the district; I told them 
about the Dalai Lama and I gave them his message; but like His 
Holiness I found myself in the same difficulty, for I could not 
talk openly, since there were many Chinese officials among us. 



However, having seen how restricted even the Dalai Lama had 
to be, I found it easier to impose the necessary restraint upon 
myself. Indeed, not having an official position, there was little I 
could do; I wanted, however, to give my people as true a 
picture of the situation as possible, and some idea of what our 
future aims might be. I discussed this with my secretary, the 
senior lamas, and the people's representatives, some of whom 
had been in contact with the Communists. All had the feelings 
of loyal Tibetans, but thought we were not in a position to do 
anything other than to accept the Chinese domination. At that 
time there was some hope that the jurisdiction of the 
committee which was going to be formed in Lhasa, ostensibly 
under the Dalai Lama, would include East Tibet. Unfortunately 
the Chinese had already divided up the country into separate 
regions, and our region was assigned to Sining which the 
Chinese considered to be entirely separate from Tibet proper. 
They said, "All Tibet belongs to us, especially the Sining district 
which is not even Tibet. You are part of China, and it would be 
entirely inappropriate to combine you with Central Tibet." We 
ourselves always considered that the people who speak Tibetan 
and eat roasted barley (tsampa) as their staple food are 
Tibetans. 

Already during the Chinese Nationalist regime of Ma Pu-fang, 
which preceded the Communist invasion, we had gone through 
much suffering. Very high taxes had been levied, but at least 
we had been allowed liberty of religion; now all we could do 
was to pray and hope that there would be unity in Tibet, under 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama. 

When I was able to leave Surmang, I visited the monastery 
where the senior lama had died and we held the funeral 
ceremony. Returning to Diitsi Tel I called a meeting to discuss 
enlarging the seminary as Gyalwa Karmapa had advised. Our 
present one was only full in the summer and very few monks 
attended it in the winter. It was not even a separate 
establishment; I wanted it to have its own building, as this had 
been the intention of the tenth Trungpa Tulku. He had wanted 
this to be undertaken as soon as he had established the five 



meditation centers on which he had set his heart, saying, “If 
enemies come and destroy the building, we in fact lose nothing; 
the worthwhileness of the deed is eternal." 

A new seminary would need more ground and many other 
arrangements would have to be made. I discussed these plans 
with my secretary and though I asked various people for 
donations I said I would like to contribute the monastery's 
share from my personal funds. People were not very 
enthusiastic, but because of my request they agreed to support 
the idea. We decided that after my next visit to Sechen, I would 
bring a khenpo back with me as a permanent head for the 
seminary. 

Soon after this I returned to Sechen; this time Apho Karma, 
nine other monks, and my little brother, the nine-year-old 
incarnate Tamcho Tenphel, abbot of the small monastery of 
Kyere, came with me. At Sechen I was welcomed by my guru 
and many other friends, all of whom had doubted whether I 
would return. I found everyone in the monastery in a state of 
great turmoil. The reason was, so Jamgon Kongtriil told me, 
that they had received a letter from Khyentse Rinpoche saying 
that he had left the monastery of Dzongsar for good owing to 
the probability of the further spread of Chinese Communism; 
he intended to settle permanently in India and to make 
pilgrimages to all the holy places; he died later in Sikkim. 
Everyone was very upset at his departure and Jamgon Kongtriil 
thought it might be wise to leave as well. The whole 
atmosphere of Sechen was disturbed; finally the latter decided 
to stay on for at least a few more years. 

It gave me great comfort that I could continue my studies, for 
I was now better able to understand and appreciate the 
teaching; I realized that soon I might have no one to teach me, 
so the privilege of being in contact with my guru was of greater 
importance than ever. During the summer vacation I studied 
with redoubled zest under my great teacher and all but 
completed my lessons in meditation as well as the course of 
philosophic studies. My guru told me that I should learn further 
from his disciple Khenpo Gangshar, one of the six senior 



professors at Sechen, who was not only immensely learned but 
was also very advanced spiritually I thought this meant that I 
should invite Khenpo Gangshar to help us at the new seminary; 
but though the friendship between the two monasteries was 
very close, all this would have to be discussed with the abbots 
and the monastic committee of Sechen in consultation with 
Jamgon Kongtriil. With great kindness they finally agreed to let 
Khenpo Gangshar come to my monastery for an unspecified 
time. I wanted him to come as soon as possible and it was 
agreed that he would make the journey in six months' time. 
This meant, of course, that I could not stay at Sechen much 
longer. Though my own training in meditation had been 
completed under Jamgon Kongtriil, I still had to qualify as an 
instructor in this spiritual art, besides finishing my theoretical 
studies. 

The Sechen authorities asked me to attend the summer 
celebration of Guru Padmakara's birthday, and this I could not 
refuse since I expected it would be for the last time. The 
services would last for ten days under Tulku Rabjam Rinpoche, 
and Jamgon Kongtriil would also occasionally attend them. 

The assembly hall at Sechen was very large and dimly lit. The 
gold on the wonderful wall paintings and hangings reflected 
the light of the lamps against the red-lacquered pillars and, 
following the Mindroling tradition, a particularly fragrant 
incense was used, which permeated everywhere. The objects 
on the shrine were extremely delicate and beautifully arranged, 
and the carved butter ornaments for the sacrificial cakes were 
real works of art. 

On the tenth day of the celebration a religious dance was 
held: Its theme was the eight aspects of Guru Padmakara, and 
there were other dances connected with the “wrathful" aspect 
of the Buddhamandala; these dances were performed by some 
three hundred monks. The costumes were very old and 
decorative and thousands of people came to watch. This was 
the only anniversary at which women were allowed within the 
precincts of the monastery and they greatly enjoyed this 
opportunity to visit the beautiful shrines. We ended with a 



marme monlam (prayer with lamps) and all prayed that we 
might be eternally united in the dharma. 



Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche. 



Khyentse Rinpoche of Dzongsar. 
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As I soon had to leave Sechen, my last three weeks were 
spent with Jamgon Kongtriil Rinpoche at his residence. He gave 
me his final instructions, saying, "You have now learned a great 
deal from me, but you must improve your knowledge. Much 
comes from one's own experience in teaching, reading, and 
contemplating. A teacher must not refuse to help others; at the 
same time he can always learn. This is the way of the 
bodhisattvas, who while they helped others, gained further 
enlightenment themselves. One must be wholely aware of all 
that one does; for in teaching, however expertly, if one's own 
understanding be insufficient, there is danger of simply using 
words regardless of their spiritual meaning; therefore you must 
still remember that you yourself will continue to be a pupil on 
the way." 

A memorable farewell dinner was given for me by the 
monastic committee of Sechen, for though, fundamentally, the 
monastery belonged to the Nyingma school, there was a close 
affiliation to the Kagyii. Jamgon Kongtriil was both a teacher 
and a learner of many schools and particularly of the Kagyii, 



and in this he followed the example of his previous incarnation. 
In such an atmosphere our vision was greatly enlarged. When I 
left this friendly and all-embracing society I felt a slightly 
narrower life was closing round me; though within my 
monastery as with its neighbors, religious study and 
meditation were continuously practiced, fewer monks came 
from other schools. Everything seemed to have slowed down, 
especially at Dutsi Tel since the death of the tenth Trungpa 
Tulku Rinpoche, and I was hoping to revive this spirit of 
expansion and development. It was a great consolation to me 
that Khenpo Gangshar had promised to come and help us. 
However, at Namgyal Tse there had been some progress; its 
seminary was attracting scholars from many different schools. 

Akong Tulku came away with me, though he wanted to study 
further at Sechen. On our journey we met many monks 
carrying their books on the tops of their packs; their first 
exchange was always "What philosophy have you studied, what 
courses of meditation, under what teacher, and at what 
monastery?" for the monasteries in that area were in a very 
flourishing state with constant exchange of people seeking 
instruction in various spiritual techniques; there were laymen 
also engaged on similar pilgrimages. 


The author (right) with Akong Tulku. 
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It was now apparent that the Communists were becoming 
more officious; they now checked all travelers, and we were 
told that they sometimes made arrests, though we were not 
actually molested. 

On reaching Surmang I received an invitation to visit China, 
and the Communists also wanted me to join the central 
committee of their party Since my secretary was already a 
committee member, I said it would be unnecessary for me to 
join as well, but should he be prevented from attending the 
meetings, I would take his place. Moreover as he was the more 
experienced man, he would be of greater use to them and he 
could speak on our behalf. This could not be objected to, 
though my monks realized that the Chinese, if their demands 
were not complied with, would certainly take further steps to 
get me in their power. 



TEN 


Khampas in Revolt 


H is Holiness the Dalai Lama had visited India in November 
1956 for the Buddha Jayanti celebrations held every 
hundred years in memory of the Buddha's enlightenment and 
had returned to Lhasa the following February. While away he 
had met Buddhists from all parts of the world and we now 
hoped that, with this publicity he would be able to improve 
conditions for the rest of us, so our thoughts and devotions 
concentrated on this hope. Each New Year the festival of 
tsokchen was held at Surmang, and religious dancing took 
place for three days from sunrise to sunset; on the fourth day 
this went on for twenty-four hours with hardly a break. This 
was the first time that I had been able to take part in it. I 
looked forward to doing so and practiced hard, so instead of 
being utterly exhausted, as I had expected, I did not feel it too 
great a strain. I found that dancing, when combined properly 
with meditation, fills one with strength and joy. 

Soon after the festival we sent monks and transport to 
Sechen to fetch Khenpo Gangshar who was to be my private 
tutor as well as director of the seminary. Apho Karma had 
already said that he wanted to retire as he was growing old and 
feeling very tired. He thought that he had taught me all he 
could, and was now more my attendant than my tutor. I asked 
him to remain as a member of my household and as my close 
adviser; he had been with me for so long and was almost a 
father to me. But he said that even as an adviser, the work was 
too much for him. He wanted to go back to meditate at the 
hermitage where he had once lived for three years behind 
bricked-in doors, receiving food through a panel, so it was 
arranged that he should leave me. This parting was a great 



grief to me, but it left me freer to make my own decisions 
without asking for outside advice. 

We were all delighted to welcome Khenpo Gangshar, who 
seemed happy to be with us, so we lost no time in starting the 
first study course under his guidance. It was indeed fortunate 
that he had been able to reach Diitsi Tel without mishap, for 
soon afterward a great number of refugees came through from 
Derge, who told us that they had met severe fighting on their 
journey. Since Sechen lay on the farther side of Derge we felt 
very anxious about Jamgon Kongtrul and feared that he might 
be entirely cut off from all further communication. This was the 
first serious outbreak of hostilities, and the refugees told us 
that the Communists were now killing many of the defenders' 
families; but as far as they knew the monasteries had not been 
touched. It was clear, however, that the outlook was becoming 
more threatening every day. 

I had to complete my studies and this still meant very hard 
work; the first course at the seminary was on the Madhyamaka 
(the middle way) and also on the sacred text of Hevajra by the 
third Gyalwa Karmapa. Besides this there was much else to 
claim my attention, for I had to direct Surmang, to officiate at 
rites, as well as to go out to the local people when they asked 
for help in case of illness or death, or for teaching and advice. 
In cases of emergency I could be called upon in the middle of 
the night, so I often got very little sleep. 

The news from East Tibet was becoming worse every day. We 
now heard that the Communists had formed groups of all sorts 
of people, in fact, anyone that they could enlist. They had 
indoctrinated these men with their own ideology, and had sent 
them to act as spies among the villagers and to report on their 
activities. An order had been sent out that all arms must be 
handed over, and the groups went round to see that this was 
carried out. At the beginning the people did not refuse to give 
up their arms and made little remonstrance; they tried to be 
cooperative and peaceful. However, the Communists became 
more and more abusive and a number of people were 
imprisoned by them and this continued until the Tibetans could 



stand it no longer. Then for the first time they organized 
retaliation at Denko, Ba, and Lithang. Their leader at Denko, 
when ordered to hand over his arms to a Communist official, 
made pretence of doing so and then suddenly shot the official 
dead. This was the signal for his followers to attack the town, 
and many Chinese were killed or taken prisoner. The real 
conflict now began and the local leader became one of the 
leaders of the Resistance in Kham, which is the general name 
for East Tibet. 

Refugees were leaving in ever-increasing numbers, 
particularly from Derge, to seek shelter in Central Tibet close 
to the Dalai Lama. Up till now there had been little trouble 
around Surmang which was on the borders of Nyishu-tsa-nga, 
though all this district was under the Communist 
administration of Chinghai; we had all been allowed to move 
about as we liked, provided that we gave no support to the 
people of Derge, so I was able to go on working at the seminary 
with about thirty other students under Khenpo Gangshar, and 
had more or less completed my studies in hinayana (basic 
teaching) and mahayana (wider teaching) and had also done a 
certain amount of work on vajrayana (advanced teaching) 
though this needed further study. 

One day I received a secret message from Jamgon Kongtrul 
to say that he had escaped from Sechen and was on his way to 
Lhasa. He would pass near Surmang and he wanted Khenpo 
Gangshar and myself to join him at a place on the border with 
as little publicity as possible and accompany him to Central 
Tibet. We went there and found him together with some of his 
senior monks and other refugees. However, by the time we 
reached him, his attitude had slightly changed. Instead of 
urging me to go with him, he said that we must make our own 
decision; the work that we were doing at Surmang was very 
valuable, and it was important to consider whether it should be 
continued or not. It was very difficult to know what course to 
follow; besides I knew that if I returned to my work at Surmang 
I might never see my guru again. We talked the matter over 
with the other senior lamas and came to the unanimous 



conclusion that we would do as Jamgon Kongtrul thought best. 
However, he would not take the whole responsibility; he only 
gave an indication that he thought Tibet could not go on as in 
the past and that it would be best for us to plan afresh. He said, 
“The law of karma cannot change; each one must face his 
allotted destiny; each one must follow the guidance of his own 
inner conscience." 

The authorities at Surmang were rather perplexed since they 
considered that, as my guru, Jamgon Kongtrul should give me 
specific instructions. Finally, we decided to go on with our work 
at Surmang; if an emergency should arise, either Jamgon 
Kongtrul would get in touch with me or I with him. So we said 
good-bye, while I asked him to promise that we would meet 
again. He replied that we would meet in one way or another, 
but again said that "the teacher is within oneself and the Way 
is also there." He added, “You may have to face great 
difficulties without a teacher; everyone must now be prepared 
to stand on his own feet. Khenpo Gangshar is taking my place 
and will help you for the time being." We left Jamgon Kongtrul 
with great sorrow, and a day later he resumed his journey. 

My life had evidently reached a crisis. I was faced with the 
knowledge that East Tibet no longer existed as a spiritual 
center and everything looked very dark. More refugees were 
continually coming from the province of Derge. The 
Communists had given orders that all our villages and 
monasteries must be responsible for keeping order, and if we 
encouraged the refugees, we ourselves would be defying the 
Chinese government. In spite of this, since they were coming in 
such large groups with all their goods and cattle, it was 
absolutely necessary for them to have somewhere to camp; I 
was able to let them have some camping grounds on our land. 
They gave me further details about the situation in Derge. The 
young king's mother, in her capacity of regent during the king's 
minority, had been obliged to take part in the Communist 
committees until she was informed that she must no longer 
remain in the province. Then it appeared that the Communists 
had taken her to China and nothing further was known about 



her. The young king and his ministers had escaped from the 
palace and had formed their own Resistance group, being 
joined by the local militia and later by other guerillas. At first 
their offensive was very successful. They used to dig trenches 
across the roads to stop the Chinese lorries, thus enabling the 
Tibetans to get possession of their arms. The king's forces were 
supported by all the local inhabitants and together they were 
able to occupy most of the Chinese-controlled towns in the west 
of Derge province. In the east, however, there was no large 
guerilla force, and the Communists were destroying the 
monasteries and taking the monks prisoner, accusing them of 
possessing arms though this was not true, and they also said 
that the monasteries would be used by the Tibetan Resistance 
fighters. In the central part of Derge the Communists, after 
making friendly advances to the senior lamas, either kidnapped 
or shot them. Palpung was destroyed. At Dzongsar the 
Communists surrounded the monastery for seven days and 
prevented the monks from getting water, so that finally they 
were forced to surrender. Many senior lamas were shot and the 
remainder of the monks arrested. 

Those senior lamas from the various monasteries who had 
not been immediately shot, were taken to Gonchen. There, poor 
country folk were brought along and force was used to make 
them concoct stories of the evil deeds the lamas had 
committed. Many Tibetans refused to comply and instead, 
though unarmed, they fell upon the Chinese; they managed to 
kill some of them and then took their own lives. One Tibetan 
beggarwoman, when told to shoot the khenpo of the monastery, 
took the pistol and shot herself instead. 

My first endeavor on my return to Surmang was to carry out 
the last wish of the tenth Trungpa Tulku and to enlarge the 
seminary. It was already overcrowded since all our monks 
except the trainees and those specially occupied had joined it, 
while about 150 monks had come from outside monasteries. 
The latter had already completed their earlier studies and 
came as what might be called in England "postgraduates." 
Khenpo Gangshar appointed four kyorpons (tutors) as 



instructors and also gave me authority to assist in the teaching. 

I at once formed a committee mostly of laypeople to raise 
money and control the finances of the new seminary. Our first 
step was to increase the annual contribution from the monastic 
farms, which were managed by a lay bailiff. My bursar and 
some of the senior lamas, especially the heads of the various 
departments, objected strongly to our building a seminary 
largely to benefit monks from a distance and spending capital 
in this way. So I invited them to a midday meal and told them 
how important Jamgon Kongtriil, Gyalwa Karmapa, and myself 
considered the seminary to be in preserving our Buddhist way 
of life. I added, “Even if the Communists destroy the whole 
place, the seeds of knowledge in our hearts cannot be 
destroyed. Even if we build today and our building is torn down 
tomorrow, I will not regret the spending. It would be a greater 
regret if we hoarded and what we had hoarded was taken from 
us without any progress having been made in the spiritual 
understanding of our people. The tenth Trungpa Tulku planned 
to enlarge the seminary and I am only fulfilling his wishes." 
Since I was his incarnation, love for me overcame the 
objections of all but a small minority, and work was soon 
started on the new building. 

Our studies at the seminary in the Varshika Vihara at Diitsi 
Tel continued steadily. Khenpo Gangshar told me that I must 
take a teacher's course of training to enable me to be a tutor in 
metaphysical studies and also to give instruction in meditation. 
I began to teach, and he examined my pupils to see if they had 
really understood. Sometimes I had to teach in front of him and 
though I knew my subject I found this embarrassing; at the 
beginning I was very nervous, but later on he found less to 
correct and this gave me confidence. 

I was now working with Khenpo Gangshar's help on the 
comparative study of the different schools of Buddhism and I 
found more than adequate material for these researches in our 
main library. Jamgon Kongtriil had often told me that we must 
make great efforts to overcome any divisions among the 
followers of Buddhism and how very important this was at the 



present time, if we hoped to protect ourselves from the 
destructive influences of materialism and Communism. 

Although the Chinese menace seemed to be getting stronger, 
we went on with rebuilding our seminary. I called in 
silversmiths and goldsmiths and indicated the images to be 
made, and also arranged a meeting with the master artists, 
craftsmen, and carpenters. The artists mostly came from the 
Gardri school, the gold- and silversmiths from Mensar. We 
discussed the designs for the new frescoes and the painting of 
the ceiling, pillars, and furniture. The particular methods of the 
Mensar school were used for molding the images which were 
to be plated with gold. 

We had to provide the workers with food and accommodation 
and once a fortnight every man received a present. Wages were 
given on completion of the work and often took the form of 
goods rather than cash; mostly domestic animals were given, 
sometimes amounting to as much as five hundred beasts, 
including horses, mules, yaks, and dris. Such things as 
brocade, wool, furs, leather, or grain were also given in 
payment. Supervising the builders with my secretary for at 
least two hours a day kept me away from work in the seminary. 

By the New Year 1958 the building was finished and the 
golden roof of our new assembly hall erected. The monks were 
so proud and elated about it all that they seemed unaware of a 
possible Chinese menace; for myself, I could not but feel 
apprehensive. 

The New Year celebration with Khenpo Gangshar was a 
particularly wonderful occasion. We created a new ceremony 
for it in the assembly hall of the monastery which was attended 
by all the monks, and held religious debates and lectures. 

* * * 

Throughout 1957 at Surmang, Chinese officials had been 
constantly coming and going, spying out the land. Now that the 
Resistance Party of West Derge had put guards on the border, 
the Communists suspected us of helping them, for both 
monasteries were in very strategic positions. About a month 



after the New Year some twenty men of the Chinese military 
intelligence came to Diitsi Tel. As had been done previously we 
arranged for their accommodation at a nearby monastery. 
However, on further news coming through of the revolt in West 
Derge, the Communists insisted on being accommodated in 
Diitsi Tel. They were not pleased with the rooms we gave them 
and early one morning they actually came to my private 
residence in the old fort and billeted themselves in one of the 
halls. I was there alone with Khenpo Ganghsar when my 
personal attendant rushed in almost speechless; all he could 
utter in his panic was “They have invaded us/' and he was 
hardly able to explain what had happened. Looking through the 
window, I saw the Chinese dismounting and unsaddling their 
horses; others had already taken their baggage into the 
courtyard. My attendant insisted that we must leave while 
there was still time. I did my best to calm him and told him not 
to show any fear. My secretary, who lived in a nearby house, 
then arrived. When we told him what was happening, he said it 
might not after all mean such complete disaster and advised us 
to stay where we were. 

At breakfast time word came from the chief Chinese official 
to say that he would like to see me, so I went down. He 
presented me with a roll of yellow silk and a Tibetan translation 
of a book by Mao Tse-tung. His interpreter said that they had 
come to guard the place and help us. He apologized for having 
intruded on my private residence, but owing to its strategic 
position it was essential to station troops there. He begged me 
to carry on with our activities and thanked me for my 
hospitality. As their host I gave them butter and other 
foodstuffs. I asked them to pay no attention to my monks who 
would be passing through the courtyards engaged simply on 
their religious duties; should they hear chanting or discussions 
in the night, they should not feel disturbed, for this was part of 
our everyday routine. 

The Chinese official appeared to be smiling all the time and 
was very courteous. Each night the soldiers kept guard on the 
gate with a machine gun. I was often called upon to go down 



and talk to them through an interpreter. At first my secretary 
used to accompany me, but afterward it seemed easier to go 
alone. The officers continually told me that China was the 
largest nation in the world and had the greatest military 
strength; their battleships were so enormous that horse races 
were held on their decks, and their airplanes flew with such 
speed that they could just scoop up any enemy soldiers. I 
noticed on these visits that the head official and his 
subordinates were Chinese, but the soldiers seemed to be 
Tibetans. The explanation for this was that when the Chinese 
took over our province they got hold of many of the Tibetan 
young people and took them on as servants or students; later 
they conscripted them into the army, although they claimed 
that they had joined as volunteers. I found these soldiers much 
more respectful and less noisy than I expected. 

The party stayed quietly in the fort for about two months, but 
if I left to pay a distant visit, particularly in the direction of the 
border, I was very closely interrogated on my return. 

Since for some time Khenpo Gangshar had not been feeling 
well and needed a change, I went with him to the holy Mount 
Doti Gangkar, in the caves of which Guru Padmasambhava used 
to meditate, and where lamas from Surmang often went for 
retreat. It is a very high mountain with two beautiful lakes at 
its foot; in one the water is green, and in the other, black. Its 
crest is covered in snow. The legend goes that in the golden 
age this snow never melted and shone like a diamond. In the 
following age it was like an onyx in which light and darkness 
are mixed. In the third age, however, it was to become like 
iron; everything would be dark and our time in Tibet would be 
over. When we reached the top of the mountain we found that 
the snow fields were melting and that great expanses of dark 
rock were showing. 

All this made a deep impression on Khenpo Gangshar. The 
legend of the three ages seemed to indicate to him how urgent 
it was to prepare for the dark period before us; there was so 
much to be taught in so short a space of time. He quickly 
recovered his health and felt all the more inspired to continue 



his teaching at Surmang. 

On our return, we found that the Chinese had quitted my 
residence. Khenpo Gangshar now decided that we should no 
longer give lessons exclusively to the monks who attended the 
seminary; the more immediate need was to teach all the 
people. In the autumn he held a large meeting in our assembly 
hall. He talked all day from seven in the morning till six at 
night with only a two-hour break. He explained in simple terms 
how necessary it was to realize the times we had reached. We 
might no longer be allowed to perform our rituals, but this 
would not destroy the fundamental teaching that the Buddha 
had given us, nor the integrity of the Tibetan people. He 
quoted, “Cease to do evil, do what is good, purify your minds," 
that is the Buddha's teaching. We must act in the right way and 
be aware of ourselves. We must build our temples within 
ourselves. All the teachings of the Buddha, from the first, on 
the truth of suffering, to the last, on enlightenment, must be 
integrated and brought together in practice. Khenpo Gangshar 
then told them how to practice awareness and compassion. He 
encouraged everyone to take the vow not to kill or harm and, in 
order to be able to carry out this intention, to learn to control 
himself before acting. 

After this, Khenpo Gangshar held a second meeting, this time 
for all the monks. He told them that they must give more help 
to the laypeople who had no opportunity to study. The divisions 
between the different schools must be abandoned. They must 
give the fundamental training on how to take refuge in the 
Buddha, the dharma, and the sangha and on how to develop 
the four “divine stations," namely loving-kindness, spiritual joy, 
compassion, and equanimity. Concerning equanimity, he 
stressed that human rights and nonviolence were particularly 
important in the anxious times that we were going through. He 
considered that they should follow the system of the Kadampas, 
whose teaching specializes in the means for developing loving¬ 
kindness ( maitri ). The doctrine of loving-kindness should be 
combined with that of mahamudra and atiyana; these two are 
the method of meditation on the ultimate teaching of the 



Buddha. 

Khenpo Gangshar visited many of our hermits who had taken 
vows to remain in seclusion, telling them that they must 
experience the shock of reentering the world and learn how to 
retreat within themselves. He brought them back to Diitsi Tel. 
Some of the monks at Namgyal Tse did not approve of this and 
wanted to come and debate on the subject with him, which 
request he gladly complied with. They put forward their case 
quoting from the scriptures. Khenpo Gangshar, however, told 
them that theories are insufficient without practice, and asked 
them to stay and help the many people attending the 
monastery. Later, one of these lamas became his devoted 
disciple. People came from all parts of the district to hear the 
khenpo. He arranged that the senior lamas and tulkus should 
mix with the community and taught that no man should 
consider himself to be above his fellow. He himself saw and 
gave practical instruction to those who asked for help. Soon, 
however, the audiences became so large that it was impossible 
for a single man to deal with them, so he divided them into 
groups, and arranged for some of us to give talks which he 
superintended. This was very good training for us and 
particularly helpful to me. 

Although I was still rather weak in medical studies and the 
mathematics of cosmology which includes calculating the 
calendar, my general studies were now completed and it was 
time for me to take my degree of kyorpon (tutor). So for three 
months I withdrew from all other activities and revised my 
studies with the help of Khenpo Gangshar who would 
sometimes come in the afternoons to answer any questions I 
had to put. 

My examination and that of two other monks took place on an 
auspicious day in the grounds outside the monastery which had 
been fenced off for public lectures, and it was attended by the 
neighboring khenpos, kyorpons, and senior lamas. A central 
throne was placed at the end of the field on which Khenpo 
Gangshar sat, with four kyorpons sitting in line with him. Two 
rows of seats ran at right angles to these, the candidates being 



in front so as to be ready; when their turn came, to stand 
before Khenpo Gangshar. The rest of the rows was filled with 
the attending scholar monks and kyorpons. These took an 
active part in the examination which was in the form of a 
dialectical discussion: The candidate was first required to 
answer any question the monks shot at him, then in a return 
attack to put his own question to the scholars. I am told that 
similar practices prevailed in Christian monasteries during the 
Middle Ages. The examination lasted for three days; the first 
was the most difficult. Each day food and tea were offered to 
all those attending. I was given the degree of kyorpon, 
equivalent to a doctor of divinity degree in England, and since I 
had already been specially trained in lecturing and teaching I 
also received the degree of khenpo (master of studies). 



ELEVEN 


Lonely Vocation 


W hile the examination was going on more bad news came 
from Derge; almost every monastery had been destroyed 
there and the lamas had received brutal treatment. The people 
were more and more enraged at the attacks upon religion and 
a great number of peasants, both men and women, were joining 
together to fight the Communists. In the face of this almost 
universal attack the Chinese, as an act of appeasement, had 
released the few lamas who were still alive. We heard rumors 
that although Sechen Monastery had been destroyed, some of 
the senior lamas had not been killed. 

Khenpo Gangshar waited till after the examination to tell us 
that since Jamgon Kongtriil was no longer at Sechen, he felt he 
must go back himself to see if he could help in any way. We 
asked him if he could not wait until the weather became 
warmer, for winter was now approaching; however, he thought 
this was an emergency which should be dealt with immediately. 
He said it might be possible to talk to the Communists and get 
them to understand the religious ideal of nonviolence. 

Pupils were now flocking to the seminary in such numbers 
that the Chinese became suspicious and wanted to know what 
we were up to. They knew that Khenpo Gangshar was 
connected with Jamgon Kongtriil and suspected that he must 
also not agree with the Communist regime. Ever since the 
Chinese had occupied the forest area near Surmang, they had 
been sending officials from Jyekundo to supervise the trade in 
timber which they had taken over in 1953 to the financial loss 
of the Tibetans. Now an official arrived ostensibly on the same 
work, but we were aware that the reason for his being with us 
was to spy on Khenpo Gangshar. We told our khenpo about it 



and suggested that it might be dangerous to continue our 
lectures. His reaction was unexpected; he said that he was 
delighted to have the opportunity to speak to this man about 
the doctrine of nonviolence which would end all suffering. This 
he did, and also told him he would like to have further contact 
with Chinese officials. The spy who was not a very high- 
ranking person, returned to Nangchen Gar, the Chinese 
headquarters and one of the larger towns of the province. Soon 
after, Khenpo Gangshar received an official letter saying that 
the Communists appreciated his ideas and if he could succeed 
in explaining them to the Tibetan people, they would agree to 
all he said. They sent him a present of some rolls of silk. 

After considering the matter for some days Khenpo Gangshar 
decided to leave Surmang to meet the officials in Jyekundo. He 
wanted me and some of his disciples to accompany him, and 
added that these were not the times for pomp and that on such 
a mission we should all go very humbly on foot. His pupils and 
the newly arrived students were very upset as they all held him 
in great devotion; since his arrival, a greater spirit of virtue 
and a wider understanding had permeated the whole 
monastery. Though we felt anxious for his safety we could not 
influence him, so the party consisting of Khenpo Gangshar, 
myself, and several senior lamas and lay principals left for 
Jyekundo. When we reached the town we met the Chinese 
officials and discussed the matter for about a week. Khenpo 
Gangshar knew that if his doctrine of nonviolence was not 
accepted, there would be no hope of preventing terrible 
bloodshed. The Communist officials merely offered to report 
the conversation to the authorities in China; they said this 
doctrine only expressed the point of view of Buddhism. 

While in Jyekundo, Khenpo Gangshar lectured in the town to 
Tibetans. He was invited by the local monastery to their 
seminary where some of the younger students were anxious to 
hold a debate on his ideas. He pointed out to them that 
philosophical cliches did not go very far unless they were also 
lived. There was a discussion on loving-kindness and he asked 
them its meaning. The young monks quoted from the 



scriptures, but he replied, "Quotation is no use in itself, we can 
all repeat scripture by heart. You must demonstrate loving¬ 
kindness by your actions." 

Talking to the Tibetans in the town, he found that many of 
them were anxious to fight the Communists. He pointed out 
how very unwise it would be to attempt this, since being 
practically unarmed they would have no chance of success; he 
emphasized this both in his lectures and when giving individual 
instruction. 

Our monks took the baggage to the ferry on the Dri-chu, and 
we left Jyekundo on foot to go to Gyana Mani, a village three 
miles away where there is a celebrated group of mani stones. 
The Sakya abbot, Chogyal Phakpa, had the foundations laid for 
them when he returned from a visit to China in the thirteenth 
century. These stones cover several acres; it took us half an 
hour to walk all round them. Many mantras and sutras have 
been carved on them besides the complete Kagyur, the 
collection of basic scriptures which in manuscript fills 108 
volumes. Several temples have been built on the site, one of 
recent date being two stories high. The huge "prayer wheel" in 
the middle reached to the roof and was about forty feet in 
circumference; it needed six or seven people to turn it. Khenpo 
Gangshar composed some new hymns as he led us round these 
sacred stones, periodically stopping to give a talk on their 
symbolism. 

We stayed two days at Gyana Mani from where the Chinese 
arranged for a lorry to take us to the Dri-chu. We had never 
traveled by motor transport before and as we got into the lorry 
Khenpo Gangshar noticed how excited I was at the prospect of 
this new experience. He turned to me and said, "You know how 
strong material forces are; now you are having one of your first 
direct encounters with them. Study what you are; don't lose 
yourself; if you simply get excited about the journey, you will 
never find out what we are really up against." 

Sechen was some seven days' journey from the ferry crossing 
where our baggage was waiting for us. The first four days I 



walked along in Khenpo Gangshar's company but did not feel 
strong enough to go all the way on foot, so I was allowed to 
ride with the baggage. We stopped at several monasteries, 
including Seshii, a large one attached to the Geluk order, to 
which the Dalai Lama also belongs. I had always wanted to 
make a pilgrimage to study in the leading monasteries of the 
different schools and now that I had the kyorpon and khenpo 
degrees it would be easy to make more advanced studies of 
their particular lines of thought. Seshii was a monastery I had 
particularly wanted to visit. 

Since the abbot was still a child, Khenpo Gangshar had a talk 
with the regent who was very interested in his teaching on 
nonviolence as it agreed with his own scholarly point of view. 
He took us round the monastery, and showed us the Buddha 
image which had been given to Tsongkhapa, the founder of the 
Geluk school, on his ordination; this had been made quite small 
so that he could always carry it with him. It had been preserved 
at Seshii and treated with the greatest veneration; one felt an 
atmosphere of holiness surrounding it. The assembly hall held 
three thousand monks sitting very close together, and the noise 
of the chanting from so great a number was tremendous. In the 
Geluk monasteries the study of logic plays an important part; 
after listening to lectures the monks congregate in the 
courtyard where they form debating groups according to the 
ages of the participants which can be from eight years upward; 
we were able to observe this method. When a monk put his 
question to another in the group, he stood up, stamped his foot, 
and clapped his hands to mark his points. When he succeeded, 
he swung his rosary from arm to arm, if defeated he swung it 
over his head. The monk questioned would return the attack 
sitting down. So the courtyard was extremely noisy and lively. 

Unfortunately we could not stay for long at Seshii, and we 
resumed our journey in very cold weather, for the district lay at 
a high altitude; its farming highlanders live in tents. 

When we were a day's journey from Sechen we were told that 
after all the monastery had not been badly damaged and that 
some of the lamas were then visiting a monastery close to our 



route. We sent them a message and they came to meet us at 
Phu-khung. They told us how the Communists had shut them 
up in one of the shrine rooms handcuffed in such a way that 
they were unable to move and had given them hardly anything 
to eat or drink. The Communists had made a thorough search, 
but found nothing, and after angry expostulations from the 
villagers they had released the lamas and left the monastery. 
The monks were allowed to stay on, though the Chinese 
camped all around, and the lamas had to get permission from 
them every time they went outside the immediate area. Other 
neighboring monasteries had been completely destroyed, and 
the lamas were very upset by this. They did not want to leave 
Sechen, but feared what might still happen. They discussed all 
this with Khenpo Gangshar. He told them that conditions were 
unlikely to improve and that he could hold out little hope of his 
being able to persuade the Chinese to accept the Buddha's 
teaching of nonviolence. He was afraid there would be no 
safety in any part of Tibet, but did not know how a whole group 
of monks could keep together anywhere outside. 

Gangshar now advised me to go back to Surmang to continue 
our common work, but since his pleas with the Chinese officials 
had not seemed very successful, I was afraid that it would be 
dangerous for him to remain in Derge. We had only three more 
days together, during which he gave me his last teachings on 
meditation and some other general instructions; then I had to 
leave. I had had to part from my guru Jamgon Kongtriil and 
now my last support, the guru to whom he had passed me on, 
was to be taken from me. I was alone. 

When my monks and I returned to Surmang we found 
everything apparently going well at the seminary and everyone 
was anxious to hear what Khenpo Gangshar had been able to 
accomplish. During my absence the Communists had 
summoned my secretary to a conference. They told him that 
our monastery must pay fifty thousand Chinese silver dollars in 
taxes and that all Indian and European goods must be handed 
over to them and no further one obtained; these included such 
things as wristwatches and also any photographs of the Dalai 



Lama which had been taken in India. They also said that in 
future I must attend the conferences in person. 

It was now the end of 1958. We held our annual twelve-day 
devotional celebration to dispel past evils and to bring us new 
spiritual life in the forthcoming year. It was a joyous time and I 
did not mind the hard work which this entailed. 

I had often spent the New Year festival very quietly at our 
retreat center and this year I did the same. I found the lamas 
there a little disturbed by the fact that they had broken their 
vows of remaining in seclusion as Khenpo Gangshar had 
enjoined. However they seemed to have advanced spiritually 
both through their contact with the khenpo and other people. I 
explained to them that going out of their center was not really 
against their vows, but part of their training, which had great 
meaning. 

Returning to the monastery after the New Year, I spent 
several days discussing the situation with Rolpa Dorje 
Rinpoche, my regent abbot of Diitsi Tel. He seemed suddenly 
this year to have grown much older, and was very thoughtful. 
He said to me, "It seems that the Chinese are becoming more 
and more aggressive, and I know how brutal the Russian 
Communists were in Mongolia, destroying all the monasteries. 
Perhaps an old man like myself could escape through death; my 
health is no longer good, but I feel very anxious for the younger 
generation. If you can save yourselves, and I am thinking 
especially of you, the eleventh Trungpa Tulku who have 
received so much instruction and training, it would be 
worthwhile. For myself, I feel I should not leave the monastery 
without consulting Gyalwa Karmapa as the head of our whole 
monastic confraternity. As the Chinese attitude toward His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama and its government is still respectful, 
we have not lost hope that he will be able to restore order and 
protect the dharma." 
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I was now nineteen according to the European solar calendar, 
but by the Tibetan which dates from birth by the number of 
lunar months, I was considered to be twenty Though I had 
been given the degree of khenpo, I still needed to be fully 
ordained as a bhikshu. Since I was now old enough I was able 
to request my regent abbot and four other bhikshus to ordain 
me; as I had already studied the canon of monastic discipline 
(Vinaya) they agreed that the ordination could take place. I was 
given the begging bowl which had belonged to the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku and the yellow robe of a bhikshu. I had to take 
250 vows, some of which I had already made as a novice 
(shramanera). My ordination took place at the altar in front of 
the image of the Buddha. This qualified me to conduct the rite 
of Sojong to restore virtue and bring purification from 
wrongdoing which takes place on full moon and new moon 
days; but above all I felt a sense of maturity as a fully prepared 
member of the sangha. 

Rolpa Dorje Rinpoche now left on a tour to visit his devotees 
in and around Jyekundo and I took charge of the seminary as 
its khenpo. I still felt inexperienced beside Khenpo Sangden 
and the kyorpons who had spent many more years than I at 
their studies. However, my secretary and the older disciples of 



my predecessor were satisfied, and I felt that I was following in 
the tenth Trungpa Tulku's footsteps. As I sat on Khenpo 
Gangshar's throne, I had a deep sense of all he had given us; 
more and more I felt the need of his presence and of a wider 
knowledge of the dharma. The needs of the local people often 
required my presence to give teaching or to help the sick and 
the dying. As this meant leaving the monastery at all hours 
nearly every day, I realized that I must have an assistant 
khenpo who could give more individual attention to the 
students, and we agreed to ask Khenpo Sangden to fill this 
post; he also took over much of the lecturing. We were now 
studying The Ornament of Precious Liberation (Tharpa 
Rinpoche Gyen) by Choje Gampopa. 1 

The sister of the tenth Trungpa Tulku, who had looked after 
the dairy at Dutsi Tel had died, and my mother now took 
charge. This made her very happy as she loved animals, but it 
also involved looking after the herdsmen and arranging about 
their wages. After a time she found this too much for her and 
gradually handed over the work to an assistant. When I was 
living in my own residence outside the monastery she was able 
to stay with me and do my cooking. This was a great happiness 
for both of us. 

In the spring I received an invitation from the neighboring 
province of Chamdo, some three days' journey from Surmang, 
to come and lecture, for many of the people there were anxious 
to hear more of Khenpo Gangshar Rinpoche's teachings. After a 
week there, a messenger came from our monastery to tell me 
that Rolpa Dorje was ill; immediately afterward a second 
messenger arrived to say that he was dying. I at once returned 
to Dutsi Tel, traveling day and night without stopping. My 
monks were waiting for me and some forty of us went together 
to the place where we now knew he had died. 

In fact from the start of his tour Rolpa Dorje had not felt well, 
and he eventually contracted severe influenza. He accepted 
that this was to be his last illness and chose to be taken to a 
village near the Sakya monastery of Thalung. When its abbot 


Deshung Rinpoche heard where he was, he brought him to 
Thalung itself, where he died a week later. Deshung Rinpoche, 
who is still alive in America, is a very kind as well as a learned 
man; he was a disciple of Ga Ngawang Lekpa, the mystical 
teacher of the Sakya school, and also of the tenth Trungpa 
Tulku. When Rolpa Dorje was dying he stayed at his bedside to 
the end asking him how his wishes could be fulfilled and if 
there was anything which could be done to lengthen his life. 
Rolpa Dorje replied that his work was finished and his duty 
done. For a few days he seemed to be recovering; one morning 
he was thought to be so much better that he could even walk. 
He asked the abbot to take down his will, saying that he wished 
to be reborn in Tsa, the birthplace of Milarepa. The abbot 
asked him who his future parents would be. He said he would 
rather leave that for Gyalwa Karmapa to discover. Deshung 
Rinpoche found it difficult to tell his monks this news, for they 
all expected his recovery; however, the senior monk of the 
party had to be told. Very early next morning Rolpa Dorje 
threw off his coverings and sat up in the vajra position. He 
asked his monks to read his daily manual of devotions. As they 
finished, he had difficulty in breathing and when they held him 
up he said, “You don't need to help me; I can look after myself." 
At that moment his earthly wishes ceased. 

When our party reached Thalung the day after his death we 
immediately performed a short rite. I gave a talk about all he 
had done for us, his great kindness, and the many things he 
had given us, and we finished with meditation. We arranged to 
have his body cremated at Thalung on the fifth day after his 
death, for it had been his express wish that this should be done 
wherever he died. There was a rule that the monk who put the 
torch to the funeral pyre must be one who had never received 
teaching from the deceased. We had difficulty in finding such a 
person but eventually a novice who served in the kitchen was 
chosen. We took the ashes back with us to Surmang, being 
stopped on the way by many weeping devotees who wished to 
pay their last respects to his memory. 



Our return led through Jyekundo where we were given further 
news of the Communists. For the last month all the Chinese 
officials, including the governor, had gone round the streets for 
two hours every morning to shovel up rubbish, dirt, and even 
human excrement; it was considered to be good physical 
exercise, as well as an example to the Tibetans. I myself met 
the governor on the road with his shovel, cleaning up the 
riverbank which people had used as a latrine. After we had 
greeted one another, our party stopped in front of the 
municipal building where there was a guard, and as the 
officials moved off, one of the guards near whom I was standing 
turned to me saying, “Please give me your blessing and a 
sacred protective cord." I asked him if he really meant this. 
"Yes," he said, “I have been with the Chinese ever since they 
entered Tibet, but more and more I feel faith in Buddhism." I 
was moved; the young man could not have been out of his 
teens. 

On our return to Surmang we held the requiem services for 
Rolpa Dorje and during this time I had many unforgettable 
talks with Garwang Rinpoche and my monks while planning 
various improvements for both monasteries. I little knew that 
this would be the last time that we would all be together at 
Dutsi Tel. 

The monks at Kyere, a small monastery under the control of the 
king of Lhathok, now sent me a request to officiate at the 
enthronement of my young brother Tamcho Tenphel, the 
incarnation of their abbot. As I left Dutsi Tel, a storm was 
raging and fewer people than usual came to bid me good-bye, 
however, my mother was among those who came. I was feeling 
heavyhearted at leaving my monastery; almost as if I had a 
premonition that I would never return. The ceremony at Kyere 
was a beautiful one; afterward I was asked by the neighboring 
laity to give lectures and perform rites. I then traveled farther, 
visiting many other monasteries and villages and giving talks, 
mainly on the method which Khenpo Gangshar had taught. We 
passed several holy mountains and I was able to meditate in 



their caves. As we traveled, I was asked to organize retreats for 
many of the people in the district. These lasted sixteen or more 
days, during which we fasted, chanted, and performed religious 
devotions. The fasting was severe; on the first day, no 
nourishment was permitted after noon, and we were only 
allowed to speak during a short recreation period. The 
following day neither food nor drink could be taken and, except 
for chanting, absolute silence was kept. This two-day sequence 
continued for the length of the retreat. Those attending were 
laypeople who adhered strictly to the eight precepts for the 
period. 

The eight precepts are: not to destroy life, not to take that 
which is not given, not to tell lies, to abstain from illicit sexual 
intercourse and from intoxicating liquors, then not to eat food 
after noon, not to wear garlands or use perfume, and not to 
sleep on a raised bed. Evidently not to take life, nor to steal or 
utter falsehoods, to abstain from unlawful sexual intercourse 
and from intoxicating liquors should be the rule of life for all 
Buddhists. However, if people are unable to keep to the 
discipline of all these, there is a simpler form that they may 
take, which is to make a vow to adhere strictly to one or other 
chosen precept for a given time, and to make an effort to 
adhere to the others as far as possible. 

Being in the neighborhood, I took the opportunity to visit the 
king of Lhathok. I found that his ministers were anxious for the 
king's young son to be enthroned in place of his father and they 
wished me to conduct the ceremony. At times, the reigning 
king's state of mind rendered him incapable of carrying out the 
responsibilities of government, hence his wish to abdicate in 
favor of his son. His early life had been difficult; being the 
youngest of four brothers, he was brought up in a monastery as 
he was the incarnation of a lama. However, his three brothers 
all died young and in order to ensure the succession he had 
been taken from the monastery and married to his brother's 
widow. This sudden change from the austerity of monastic 
training to the pleasures of the palace had upset his attitude 



toward life. This is an example of what often occurs in Tibet 
among incarnate lamas who have for any reason abandoned 
their vocation; some have died suddenly while others seem to 
lose their purpose in life and become mentally deranged, or 
else their whole personality changes. 

The ceremony of the young king's enthronement was largely 
secular, and as a spectacle it was very impressive. The 
participants wore strange traditional costumes which dated 
from the pre-Buddhist period. 

The young king's grandfather had been a devoted disciple of 
the tenth Trungpa Tulku and was a very scholarly and spiritual 
man. He built several centers for meditation and teaching, but 
what made him especially famous in his day was the fact that 
he had collected the great library and installed a printing 
press. His three elder sons before their deaths had begun to 
build a nearby monastery for the Karma Kagyu school, which 
was still under construction when I was there. 

As I was about to leave Lhathok, I received an invitation from 
Khamtriil Rinpoche, the supreme abbot of Khampa Gar 
Monastery, near Lhathok. He was the head of the Drukpa 
Kagyu school, which had over two hundred monasteries in East 
Tibet. At the same time I was asked to visit Drolma Lhakhang 
and Yak monasteries, both in the southwest of Chamdo 
province. Messengers from these two places had been sent to 
Surmang, so there had been a delay in their reaching me. They 
arrived on a day when we were all in silent retreat, and this 
gave me a little time to consider what I should do. A system of 
divination called takpa is used in Tibet on such occasions. A 
rosary is held in the hand, and after meditation and the 
recitation of a mantra, the beads are divided at random. Under 
the power of a particular meditation and mantra, and according 
to the number and conjunction of the separated portions of the 
beads, a result is indicated. I followed this method, and it 
appeared that I should visit Drolma Lhakhang; I knew that in 
these difficult times they were in great need of religious 
instruction and I was anxious to see my old friends who so 
earnestly begged me to go to them. I sent a messenger to 



Surmang to tell them of my plans. 

I had intended to go back to Diitsi Tel to make preparations 
for my journey but the following day a messenger came to tell 
me that several Chinese officials had arrived at Surmang and 
wanted to count the entire number of the monks, for they 
disbelieved what we had told them. They were saying that I had 
purposely been hidden, and this was causing suspicion. The 
officials insisted that I should be brought to them. My secretary 
and all the monks felt that I must certainly return, as they did 
not want Surmang to be the cause of trouble in the area. 

It was evident that the Communists were about to impose 
further restrictions and to make increasing demands upon 
Surmang; the monks even suspected that they might intend to 
arrest me. I talked the matter over with my fellow monks who 
were in a state of panic and, though ready to offer suggestions, 
they would not commit themselves to any plan: The decision 
rested solely with me. 

Then another messenger arrived from Surmang to say that 
the Communists were no longer so insistent on my immediate 
return and that apparently they did not intend to organize their 
system of collective labor for another year. Nevertheless it was 
beginning to look as if the time might come for us to evacuate 
Surmang and take refuge in Central Tibet. Needing time to 
meditate before arriving at a decision, I went for a fortnight to 
a cave near Kyere with Genchung Lama, a disciple of the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku who came to Diitsi Tel to give teaching when I 
was seven years old. At night we slept in the cave, which was 
about ten yards deep and during the daytime we sat at the 
entrance where there was a small platform. At its edge, a 
precipice dropped sheer down to the valley. Between spells of 
meditating we talked together, looking out over the landscape, 
and in spite of many anxious forebodings this was for us both a 
time of strange happiness. We spoke about the thoughts that 
had come to us in our meditations and shared reminiscences of 
some of the events in our lives and of meeting our respective 
gurus. I had two rather disturbing dreams. In the first I was 
standing on a hill above Diitsi Tel which was hidden in a cloud 



of dark gray smoke except for the gilded serto on the roof. In 
the other I saw Communists in their military uniform 
performing a Buddhist rite in our main assembly hall. 
Nevertheless I decided that there would still be time for me to 
visit Drolma Lhakhang and return to my own monastery before 
it was too late. So I sent for the necessary transport and 
provisions for the proposed journey. Our acting bursar Yonten 
brought these a fortnight later, and he told me that the 
Communists had left Surmang, but that in the neighboring 
province of West Derge they had looted and destroyed many 
monasteries; he added that great numbers of refugees were 
passing our way. 

The secretary of Kyere wanted to come with us to Drolma 
Lhakhang, but I thought he should stay in charge of my young 
brother's monastery, in case an escape should be necessary. We 
started out on an auspicious day. According to custom, the 
monks of Kyere escorted us for the first few miles, and among 
those who saw us off were many lay devotees; we all felt deeply 
moved. My little brother was particularly unhappy, though he 
tried to keep back his tears. The correct farewell ceremony is 
that the escort stand in a group, while their leader waves a 
white scarf in a circular movement and gives a long whistle 
running down the scale. He is followed by all the group doing 
the same. This means “Come back again." The party that is 
leaving ride round in a circle in single file and repeat this three 
times. 

The reader will remember that before leaving Lhathok I had 
received an invitation from Khampa Gar Monastery as well as 
the one from Drolma Lhakhang. The former now lay on our 
route, and we were able to pay a short visit there. I was 
delighted to be with Khamtriil Rinpoche again, for we had met 
four years before at Khyentse Rinpoche's monastery. I was 
given a warm welcome with musicians playing on the roof. The 
monastery had been founded in the thirteenth century and was 
a leading one with some three hundred monks. All the supreme 
abbots had been known as great scholars and teachers. One in 
particular had been a renowned poet and his commentaries on 



the art of poetry, known as khamdrel were studied in all 
Tibetan schools. The present incarnation (the eighth) is a 
scholar and an artist of the new Menri school. I found that he 
was building a large seminary all the paintings, images, and 
decoration of which had been designed by himself. He was 
doing on a larger scale what I had done at Diitsi Tel and we had 
many interests in common. Both he and his father were known 
for the eccentric way in which they treated their subordinates. 
For instance when a hall was being built they gave no 
indication of what the next stage was going to be, so the 
builders never worked to any plan, but from moment to 
moment as directed. When starting on a journey they did not 
tell their party where they were going or how long it would 
take. Life was never dull in their company. 

Wishing to have some guidance on his future, Khamtriil 
Rinpoche wanted me to join in an advanced form of divination 
called prasena, which requires several days' preparation, so we 
left his monastery together for a nearby retreat center where 
we pitched our tent in a circle of juniper and willow bushes. 
Khamtriil Rinpoche did not tell his monks why he was going 
into retreat, and they found this very strange. After devotional 
meditation, the prasena indicated that he should leave his 
monastery, but that his final destination should be India, not 
Central Tibet. It gave clear-cut directions about the length of 
time that he should stay in Tibet, the difficulties he would 
encounter, and the ultimate date of his arrival in India. He 
wanted me to accompany him, but I felt it was essential for me 
to go to Drolma Lhakhang, where we were already expected. 

On resuming our journey we stopped at Jigme Rinpoche's 
monastery, and he joined our party. He made arrangements for 
me and himself, with two attendants, to travel by mail lorry. 
The rest of the monks were to follow with the baggage. In the 
rear compartment of the lorry there were three Communist 
soldiers fully armed with rifles and a tommy gun; the driver 
also had a rifle. There had been spasmodic fighting with the 
Resistance on this road, so it was considered to be a danger 
zone. As we switchbacked on the very bad surface by hairpin 



bends over several mountain ranges both our luggage and 
ourselves were badly bumped about and my two attendants felt 
very sick. Each time we reached a crest the soldiers became 
very apprehensive about guerillas. On one mountain we passed 
a mail lorry which had broken down; its occupants had had to 
sleep in it and they told us of their terror when they had heard 
a gun in the night. Passing our fellow Tibetans on their horses 
we could not but think how much happier and more 
comfortable they were than ourselves. 

At Chamdo we stayed with a Tibetan official who was the 
senior member of the Communist district committee. 

It was a new experience for me to sleep in a modern Chinese 
house with electric light, but it was only switched on for about 
four hours each evening. The family treated our party most 
hospitably. The official was a Buddhist and there was a shrine 
room in his house. His children had just returned from China 
for their summer holidays. We had the impression that they had 
been told not to talk about their school life; they were obviously 
happy to be back and had immediately changed into their 
Tibetan clothes and wanted Tibetan food. We thought they 
might ignore us since we were monks, but they were 
particularly friendly, coming to chat with us and even asking us 
to bless them. The youngest boy seemed more ardently Tibetan 
than the others. 

The following day I walked round the town and looked at the 
new "people's store." Shopping was rather a complicated affair. 
First one asked if one could buy the required commodity and, if 
this was all right, one was given a ticket which had to be taken 
to another department to be stamped; finally this had to be 
taken to yet another department to pay the cashier who would 
hand over the goods. Armed soldiers were marching about the 
town and the Tibetans in the neighboring villages were very 
uneasy. 

After spending two nights at Chamdo we continued our 
journey in a jeep arranged for by our friend the Tibetan official. 
Three schoolboys on holiday from China came with us. They 
were more talkative than our host's children and told us that 



they had not been happy They had found the extremes of heat 
and cold very disagreeable, and life at school was not at all to 
their liking. As we passed some of the modern machinery which 
the Chinese had introduced into Tibet, these boys merely said 
how tired they were of such things, though our party was 
intensely interested to see them. We stopped our jeep at Gur 
Kyim, a town in the area of Tsawa Gang about eight miles from 
Drolma Lhakhang. Here the schoolboys got out and 
enthusiastically changed from their Chinese suits into Tibetan 
clothes. Jigme Rinpoche and I with my two attendants walked 
to the house of the head of the district who lived nearby. He 
had been ill for some time and did not appear, but his wife 
greeted us. She had expected a large party of monks on 
horseback and seeing only four of us on foot she immediately 
thought that there had been some disaster with the 
Communists and was relieved when we told her that the others 
were following more slowly on horseback with the baggage on 
mules. Since her husband's illness she had taken over his work 
as head of the district and this gave her so much to attend to 
that she said she would be unable to come to receive further 
instruction from me, much as she would have liked to do so. So 
we said good-bye and were lent horses to take us to the 
monastery. 

It was the middle of summer and the country was looking at 
its best with every kind of flower in bloom, but on the day of 
our arrival it turned cold with rain and sleet storms. The 
monastery had prepared a grand ceremonial welcome which 
was carried out in spite of the weather. Akong Tulku led the 
procession holding incense sticks, followed by musicians and 
monks carrying banners, and a monk holding an umbrella 
walked behind my horse. On arrival I asked Akong Tulku to find 
two messengers who could be sent to Tsurphu Monastery near 
Lhasa, with letters to Gyalwa Karmapa, Jamgon Kongtriil of 
Sechen, and Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, who were all there 
together. My letters gave news of the conditions prevailing in 
East Tibet and of my arrival at Drolma Lhakhang. I asked 
Gyalwa Karmapa to counsel me how I should act, whether we 



should continue to maintain Surmang, or escape to Central 
Tibet. I wanted to know what I must say should anyone ask me 
to advise them, either at Drolma Lhakhang or in any other part 
of East Tibet. I added, "Anything you tell me I shall treat in 
complete confidence; I need your guidance more than ever." 

I expected it would be about three months before I could get 
any answers, though I told the messengers to make all possible 
haste. 

For the next ten days I gave talks and public and private 
instruction to both monks and laity and asked Akong Tulku and 
some of the lamas to continue the teaching after I had left. 
There were so many wanting to receive personal instruction 
that my monks had to keep order among them and arranged for 
them to queue up. At times the monks in charge lost patience, 
for which they had to be admonished. As for myself, I got no 
respite and even had to carry on with teaching while taking my 
meals. 

My bursar Tsethar now arrived at Drolma Lhakhang. He told 
me that the monks at Surmang were becoming anxious lest I 
might leave them and escape to Central Tibet. Although the 
Communists continued to threaten drastic changes, they had 
not actually carried them out and the monks had begun to take 
less notice of their menace. Since everyone hoped that 
Surmang would be able to carry on as before, they wished me 
to return as soon as possible, and this was also his own view. 
He also believed that he was responsible for what I should do. I 
told him that I had written to Gyalwa Karmapa asking for his 
advice; I personally felt that there was a very live menace from 
the Communists. We were continually receiving further news of 
the destruction of other monasteries in East Tibet and we 
should take this as a warning. In my talks at Drolma Lhakhang 
I had stressed the importance of preparing for great changes in 
Tibet, saying that we might be very near the time when our 
world, as we had known it, would come to an end. This 
disturbed the bursar, who continually tried to convince me that 
all would go on as before. 

While we were at Drolma Lhakhang, we received an 



invitation from the abbot of Yak Monastery, Yak Tulku, to visit 
that place and asking me to give the wangkur of the Treasury 
of the Mine of Precious Teaching (Rinchen Terdzo), the same 
that I had given at Drolma Lhakhang when I was fourteen years 
old. On my accepting, many abbots and lamas belonging to the 
different schools in the neighborhood assembled at Yak; 
including the Yak monks, some three hundred were prepared to 
attend the initiation rite. The preparations were soon made and 
we began the wangkur with Genchung Lama giving the 
preliminary authorization (the kalung). 

As I was expected back at Surmang my time was limited, so 
to hasten matters we began the wangkur at five in the morning 
and went on till late at night. To begin with it was hard work, 
but after a month I settled down to the routine, and when my 
attendants became overtired I arranged for them to work in 
shifts. Following this program we completed the wangkur in 
three months. 

During these months many devotees came to see me bringing 
gifts. My bursar became responsible for these and bartered 
many of them for horses, yaks, dris, and sheep so that when we 
returned to Surmang they could be used for the upkeep of the 
monastery. This distressed me; I felt that some of the gifts 
should be distributed among the needy and the rest should be 
converted into money. My bursar was obstinate; he thought my 
real intention might be to escape without informing Surmang, 
in which case money and portable possessions would be of 
greater use to me. Our relations did not improve. 

About a month after we had begun the wangkur we heard a 
rumor that a large party of refugees had arrived at Gur Kyim, 
and the following day I received a confidential message from 
Khamtriil Rinpoche saying he wished to see me but did not 
want anyone else to know about it. It was however necessary 
for me to tell Yak Tulku, and through him this information, 
though supposed to be confidential, spread like wildfire, so that 
when I interrupted the wangkur to make a journey everyone 
knew where I was going. 

When I met Khamtriil Rinpoche he had discarded his monk's 



robes, and together with his attendants was in ordinary Tibetan 
dress; and for the first time, I was aware of the effect on the 
personality of a man of no longer being clothed according to 
his vocation: It was only too clear that he was in disguise. He 
told me that he had had to leave his monastery under the 
pretense that he was going on a short pilgrimage; he had only 
informed his secretary and a few senior members of the 
monastic council of what he was about to do, so that the thirty 
monks who accompanied him knew nothing. They had already 
gone some distance when he told them that they had left their 
monastery for good. A renowned yogin called Chole, who was 
the head of the retreat center of his monastery, was also in the 
party as well as two young tulkus in whom there were great 
hopes for the future; their parents had been left behind. 

Khamtriil Rinpoche again asked me to join him in using 
prasena to check whether he was taking the right course. The 
same answer came, namely that he must proceed without 
hesitation, but difficulties might arise when he crossed the 
frontier into India. However, if he followed the fixed timetable 
and did not depart from it, all would be well. Again and again 
he asked me to go with him, but this was impossible because of 
the work I had already undertaken. I told him about my own 
difficulties, to which he replied that I must not allow myself to 
be held back because of other people. We said good-bye, 
hoping to meet again in India. The indication that the prasena 
gave was proved to be right when, as he was about to leave 
Tibet, the Chinese tried to stop him; but in the end he was 
allowed to proceed with all his baggage. His was the only party 
from East Tibet which succeeded in taking baggage with them. 
He is now in India as a refugee. 

When I returned to Yak I found that everyone thought my 
meeting with Khamtriil Rinpoche clearly showed that I too was 
planning to leave Tibet. They said, if this was so, they would 
like to come with me. I had to tell them that Khamtriil Rinpoche 
had left entirely by his own choice and though he had asked me 
to go with him I did not even know myself what I should do. I 
added, "You seem to think that I have made a definite plan to 



leave; this is not so, and I have no intention of trying to save 
myself while leaving others behind. My bursar is in a complete 
state of confusion and is very unhappy; I know he also thinks 
that at my young age I might be influenced by a restless desire 
for change." We then went on with the wangkur. 

Some weeks later Jigme Tulku, who was staying nearby came 
to see me. During our journey together from Khampa Gar he 
had impressed me as being a very spiritual, as well as an 
extremely intelligent man with a practical turn of mind; he had 
been a devoted disciple of my predecessor. He thought that I 
should escape, but a large party could not fail to be noticed by 
the Communists and he also realized that if the people in the 
district once knew that I was leaving, they would in their 
devotion all want to come with me. He said I must understand 
that a tulku like myself who has received such deep spiritual 
instruction has a duty to pass it on to others, so that I might 
have to consider escaping, not to save my own life, but to save 
the spiritual teaching of which I had become the repository. I 
asked him to talk to my bursar and explain this to him, but he 
felt that it was still not the right time to do so. 

While I was still waiting for replies from Gyalwa Karmapa, 
Khyentse, and Jamgon Kongtriil and we were all going on with 
the wangkur, one of my close friends, a lama from Karma 
Monastery, arrived at Yak. He invited me in a rather unusual 
manner to visit a place near Karma which lay off the beaten 
track and where his own very influential family could look after 
me. He expressed the opinion that the Communists did not 
intend to take over Tibet permanently, but that at present it 
was more dangerous to be in an area like Yak, which was 
directly under the control of Chamdo. Surmang and its 
surrounding district would be much safer. He added that 
Surmang was expecting my return and hinted that I must not 
think only of myself. 

A few days later another of my friends from Karma made the 
same suggestions in almost identical words. I realized at once 
that they had been put up to this by the bursar, convinced as he 
was that I should come back to my monastery. 



As Yak was on one of the main routes to Lhasa, refugees were 
passing through all the time. They told terrible stories about 
the Communist advance, with the destruction of the 
monasteries and villages on the way Many members of their 
families had been killed, the people had been questioned under 
torture and then accused of crimes which they had never 
committed. Lamas, monks, and high officials had suffered 
particularly in this way. The Communists were attacking 
farther and farther westward and had already got beyond 
Chamdo. My monks were beginning to be concerned for the 
fate of Surmang. On the other hand, the Resistance forces were 
very active and increasingly large numbers of people were 
joining them every day. There was a rumor that the refugees 
who had already reached Lhasa and its vicinity were forming 
their own Resistance movement, but as yet we had no 
authentic news. 

In spite of these anxieties, the numbers who attended the 
wangkur did not grow less. The desire to participate seemed to 
have increased especially among the older people; the younger 
ones were, however, less able to concentrate on the teaching 
day after day and it was not surprising that some of those 
attending the rites were overcome with sleep; it was therefore 
arranged that they should sit near their elders who would 
nudge them in case they began to doze. The monk in charge of 
discipline, the geko, was on duty all the time, but his 
supervision was little needed, as there was good behavior 
throughout. 

The wangkur took place in the assembly hall. The teacher's 
throne was in the center with the altar facing toward it but 
with a clear space between, where the servers could pace 
along. The altar, which was about twelve feet square, was 
disposed in three tiers on which the various symbolic objects 
could be arranged to form a mandala according to the four 
directions of space. A vase of pure water marks the eastern 
quarter with a blue scarf tied round it; this is the vase of 
Akshobhya Buddha, the Imperturbable One, and the water 



symbolizes purification from the strife of wrath; the peace it 
brings fills the pupil with gnosis (jnana). A crown with a yellow 
scarf marks the south; this is the crown of Ratnasambhava 
Buddha, the Jewel-Born; it symbolizes equanimity and the 
victory over selfishness. The vajra on the west, tied with a red 
scarf, symbolizes Amitabha Buddha, Boundless Light, and 
means discrimination, bringing compassion and freedom from 
desire. The bell on the north tied with a green scarf is that of 
Amoghasiddhi Buddha, it symbolizes the achievement of 
spiritual action and overcomes all envy. In the center a bell and 
vajra are placed, tied together with a white scarf in the shape 
of a cross; these appertain to Vairochana Buddha, the 
Luminous One, and symbolize the womb of dharma, that 
overcomes confusion and ignorance. 

Each separate mandala is connected with a specific initiation. 
The rites were performed in order, and before each began the 
participants formally requested the teacher to conduct it. Each 
rite went through four stages; the first three corresponded to 
the body, speech, and mind, and the fourth went beyond 
symbol. Usually at the end of the ritual the wangkur of a dorje 
loppon gave the pupil authority to teach. It consisted in 
handing over to him a drum, conch shell, throne, and the 
banner of the dharma. Some of the wangkurs lasted several 
days, others for as short a time as ten minutes. 

After giving one of these longer ones I had to give eleven or 
twelve of the lesser wangkurs. Each entailed a complicated 
arrangement of the objects on the altar; this was the 
responsibility of the chopon or "server of the rites," with his 
assistant. Yet another elderly monk was needed to read 
through the forthcoming wangkur on the day before the rite 
was celebrated, so that he could instruct the chopon when and 
how the symbolic objects were to be arranged, since each 
mandala required the objects to be placed in different positions 
on the two higher tiers while the offerings were laid out on the 
bottom tier. When the wangkur was given, the chopon had to 
bring the objects from the shrine to the teacher and afterward 
to return them to their places. He had to distribute water 



symbolizing spiritual purification, and grains of barley as a 
symbol of offering; it was also his duty to swing censers, so he 
was on his feet all day long. Our chopon at Yag was an old man 
and he became extremely exhausted, but there was no one to 
replace him. This wangkur on the Treasury of the Mine of 
Precious Teachings had been long and complicated. Many of 
those who had attended wanted me to explain in more simple 
terms the significance of the spiritual teaching that they had 
just received. The coming of the Communists had greatly 
demoralized everyone; all had lost their sense of security, yet 
their deep faith in the religious way of life remained unshaken. 
The people needed a personal contact; they wished me to 
explain why they were so disturbed. They longed to receive 
more teaching provided it could be brought within their 
understanding. Since women were not allowed inside the 
monastery, I arranged for a special hall where the peasant 
families could come to talk to me. I tried my utmost to give 
help by impressing on all the necessity for regular meditation. I 
said they must carry out their duties and daily activities in the 
spirit of meditation, and if there should be no external guru, 
they must develop the teaching within themselves. I regretted 
deeply not being able to devote more time to them as my 
presence was now urgently needed at Surmang. 


1. Also known as The Jewel Ornament of Liberation.— Ed. 


TWELVE 


Into Hiding 


T he day that the wangkur of Rinchen Terdzo ended was a 
momentous one and a special service was held. But it was 
also the day when the messengers returned with the replies to 
my letters asking for advice. Gyalwa Karmapa gave me no 
indication of what should be done. He said it was important for 
me to carry out what spiritual work I could under present 
conditions. He was glad to learn that I had been doing well in 
teaching others and that the wangkur I had just given had been 
so beneficial. Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche replied with a poem; in 
it he said more or less the same thing as Gyalwa Karmapa, but 
added, “The darkness of the barbarians sinks deeper and 
deeper into the heart of the country. He who would light a 
torch must do so from within himself. There is no need for 
disturbance of mind; the worthwhile minds will win." 

The most distressing verbal news was that Jamgon Kongtrul 
of Sechen had been captured by the Communists. Gyalwa 
Karmapa and Khyentse Rinpoche were trying to get him 
released, but I felt pessimistic myself. All three had been 
together at Gyalwa Karmapa's monastery of Tsurphu. Jamgon 
Kongtrul Rinpoche never took any thought for his own safety 
and, knowing this, the two others had been taking special care 
of him, even to the neglect of their own work. The situation was 
becoming increasingly dangerous, and refugees in their 
hundreds were pouring in from East Tibet, many of them 
disciples of Jamgon Kongtrul. A particular group of some three 
hundred people had suffered many casualties on the way, and 
since they were his ardent devotees they had begged him to 
come to perform the funeral rites for the dead and to stay for a 
fortnight and give them spiritual instruction. Gyalwa Karmapa 



and Khyentse Rinpoche tried to dissuade him, but he himself 
felt he had to go. He said, “This stage in their lives is a time 
when they most need spiritual help and it is my duty to give it 
to them." 

When he had been at this refugee camp for about a week, it 
was attacked by the Communists. Jamgon Kongtriil told the 
other refugees not to bother about him. He sent the majority 
off round one side of a hill, while he and his attendants went 
the other way. He told them, “What will be, will be; one cannot 
escape one's karma." 

For the first night he was able to find shelter in a small 
monastery, but the following day the Communists discovered 
him and took him prisoner. One of his disciples, who held a 
senior post in Tibet, did all he could to get the lama set free, 
explaining that he had nothing to do with politics. When 
Jamgon Kongtriil was interrogated by a Chinese officer he was 
completely outspoken. It was natural for him to express his 
own spiritual attitude in his replies. The Communists may well 
have found his attitude difficult to understand, since it did not 
conform in the least to their creed, and though his sincerity 
may have impressed them it failed to obtain his release. During 
the wangkur at Yag I myself had a certain presentiment of 
these events for I suddenly got a strong impression of his 
physical presence; it was almost overwhelming. Also that night 
I had a vivid dream in which I saw him riding bareback on a 
white horse carrying volumes of the scriptures and his own 
reliquary. He spoke to me and rode on by a steep rocky path up 
the mist-shrouded mountain. In the distance, he seemed to 
drop his books which rolled down the path and fell on me. 

Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche had opened my letter to Jamgon 
Kongtriil and sent me a reply saying, "You must not depend too 
much on others. If all acts are performed according to the 
dharma they cannot fail. Gyalwa Karmapa, Jamgon Kongtriil, 
and I have been looking for somewhere on the borders of Tibet 
and India to establish a community, but so far we have been 
unsuccessful. Indeed, until there is freedom from the bondage 
of egotism, there can be no permanent refuge and no abiding 



place in the world." 

The messengers told me that the relationship between the 
Dalai Lama's government and the Chinese still appeared to be 
more or less cordial, but that on their route they had seen a 
number of military camps, some belonging to the Communists, 
others to the Resistance volunteers; it had been almost 
impossible to travel. The Resistance army had been organized 
by a Khampa, Gonpo Tashi, a wealthy merchant from Lhasa. 
When the Communists ravaged most of East Tibet including his 
own property, he closed his business in Lhasa and himself 
organized a force of guerillas, giving everything he still 
possessed for their expense and his example was followed by 
other wealthy men. 

The main headquarters of the Resistance was at Tsona. There 
was no secrecy about the fact, but the Communists appeared to 
ignore it. Our messengers who had seen these East Tibetan 
volunteers in their Khampa uniforms said that they showed 
great dignity and that they all seemed very young and 
enthusiastic. They added that in Lhasa itself the inhabitants 
always showed a marked dislike toward the Chinese. 

When the letters were brought to Yak the whole monastery 
was anxious to know their contents, though some of the monks 
feared that the news would only be divulged to a chosen few. I 
felt there was nothing in these letters which need be kept 
secret. I had been given neither instruction nor advice, so I 
asked the more senior monks what they now considered would 
be the best plan for me to follow. They suggested that since my 
gurus had given no indication whether or not I should leave 
Tibet, they must have thought there was no immediate danger 
and that all was going to turn out well in the end. It was 
beyond them even to imagine that the Chinese could take 
complete control of Tibet and that they would destroy all the 
monasteries and change the whole Tibetan way of life. The 
bursar was foremost in this opinion. A few lamas however, 
including the abbot Yak Tulku, thought that my gurus meant 
me to choose my own path. They were very concerned at the 
news about Jamgon Kongtriil and considered that I needed to 



be very careful myself. This was all extremely difficult for me; 
any decision I might make would affect not only myself, but all 
the monasteries in the district, particularly those connected 
with Surmang, as well as the lay population. Everyone looked 
to me as their authority and were prepared to follow my lead. 

Though we had now finished the wangkur of Rinchen Terdzo 
the preparation and celebration of the vajra-amrita (elixir for 
spiritual health) rite was still to follow. However, we delayed 
these devotional exercises for three days in order to have time 
to discuss our immediate plans. I had more or less come to the 
conclusion that I should do as Surmang wished and return 
there, though a few of my monks agreed with Yak Tulku that I 
should effect an immediate escape, which would be easier to do 
from Yak; other monks from Surmang could follow in their own 
time. I arranged a meeting with our own monks at Yak and 
asked Yak Tulku and Jigme Rinpoche to attend it. On the first 
day everyone was noncommittal. That evening Jigme Rinpoche 
came to see me saying that he thought I should not go back to 
Surmang, though of course the decision rested with me. He 
said he intended to take a strong line about it on the following 
day. This he did speaking with great emphasis. My bursar was 
convinced that he was trying to influence me to escape and 
that what he was saying ostensibly on my behalf was merely his 
own opinion. I said little myself at the time except that I 
believed great changes were inevitable and that the 
Communists would take over the whole of Tibet. The same 
afternoon Tsethar the bursar came to see me and let fly. He 
accused me of taking advice from people who did not belong to 
our monastery and who had no right to interfere with our 
affairs. He added that it was his duty to look after me. I must 
understand, he said, that I represented the entire Surmang 
group of monasteries and its devotees; all looked upon me as 
their head and only they had the right to serve me; with that he 
left. I realized that it was useless to reply. 

The next morning I asked him to come and see me again. I 
told him that I was quite prepared to offer up my life for 
Surmang. I had wanted to talk to him about this for some time. 



but thought he failed to understand that I was not thinking 
about my own preservation; I added, "It is disquieting that you 
never consulted me personally: You should have done so before 
putting the matter to the others. However, I see your point and 
am very grateful that consideration for our monastery should 
come first with you. There is a proverb in Tibet which says. 
Two beggars need not dispute about how to run a king's 
affairs.' The decision rests with me, but I am ready for 
anything. If you wish you can take the responsibility." 

In order to calm him down I tried to explain all this as 
serenely as possible, but I also said that we could not afford to 
delay a decision. I told Yak Tulku and Jigme Rinpoche of this 
conversation and asked them not to make any opposition, 
however anxious they were for my personal safety. On the third 
morning of the meeting the bursar was a little hesitant since I 
had laid the responsibility on to him. He merely said that he 
thought the right thing for us would be to return to Surmang; 
however, he did not wish to take the final decision which must 
be mine alone. I then spoke, saying that I knew my first duty 
must be whatever would be best for our monastery and since 
all my monks were waiting for me there to direct affairs, there 
was no alternative but for me to come. Silence then fell upon 
the meeting, until my bursar exclaimed, "Is that all?" 

We now began nine days of devotional meditation for the 
preparation of the vajra amrita. 

In the meantime arrangements had to be made for our 
departure from Yak. The bursar seemed pleased that I had 
agreed to return to Surmang, but still showed that he did not 
wish to carry the whole responsibility. It will be remembered 
that when I was at Drolma Lhakhang I received many gifts and 
that he had bartered these for flocks and herds without my 
permission. He now wished to take these animals with us, 
which meant that we would require at least twenty men to load 
and unload the animals besides the herdsmen, and we would 
have to camp on the way. The monks, after having so looked 
forward to this return, now began to be a little anxious for our 
safety, for we had just heard that Andrup Gonpo Tashi's army 



during their passage from Lhasa had been successful in 
attacking many Communist camps, and that they had reached 
Pasho, where they had broken into the town's arsenal. They 
had raised fresh forces and appeared to be going in the 
direction of Chamdo. This meant that there was already 
fighting on the route to Surmang. The bursar now suggested 
that we should leave the animals behind, and ourselves split 
into small groups wearing lay dress. I agreed, saying, "We must 
not force the issue, if there is no alternative, this is our karma." 

We were expecting to celebrate the vajra amrita on the 
following day, but that night as I was going to bed I suddenly 
felt ill and was in such pain that I fainted. At the same time the 
roof beams cracked in one of the shrine rooms in which 
devotions were being held at Drolma Lhakhang, which was felt 
to presage a disaster. 

It was the custom in Tibet, when a person was taken ill, for 
his friends to send gifts to some of the lamas in the district 
asking for spiritual healing through their meditations, and 
Tsethar did this now on my behalf. One was sent to a lama who 
held a senior post under the Chinese administration. He sent 
back word that though he was sorry to hear of my illness, the 
arrival of the gift was a blessing, for it enabled him to let me 
know through the bearer that the local Communist committee 
had been discussing how they might get hold of Trungpa Tulku 
and were trying to discover where he was staying. He added 
that news had come through that a Resistance group was 
centered around Surmang and that the fighting there was very 
heavy. 

A number of people had come to Yak for the celebration of 
the vajra amrita and to receive its blessing. They were told 
about my sudden illness and Yak Tulku officiated in my place. 
Jigme Rinpoche, who was a doctor, was now determined that I 
should rest. He had never approved of my returning to 
Surmang, though he declared it was not his business; but now 
he insisted that I must rest for at least a month. Everyone 
realized that I was too ill to travel and that I could not stay at 
Yak for much longer. 



My bursar consulted Yak Tulku, Jigme Rinpoche, and other 
senior lamas. They decided that he should go back to Surmang 
and find out what the position there really was, and in the 
meantime I should go wherever I felt inclined, but in secret: 
When Tsethar returned, we could decide what further steps to 
take. 

Tsethar at once made arrangements to leave Yak with all 
except four of our monks, taking letters from me addressed to 
both the monasteries of Surmang in which I said that I hoped 
they would understand how I always wanted to serve them and 
that they must not think I had any wish to stay away. I begged 
them not to make any unnecessary resistance against the 
Chinese. I fully understood how difficult things were becoming, 
but there was no point in using force, which would inevitably 
lead to their extinction. On the other hand, if things got really 
bad they should try to join me in the Yak district which was 
nearer both to India and Central Tibet and where the local 
people were ready to help us. 

Tsethar arranged for our herds to be looked after by some 
friends around Drolma Lhakhang. I advised him to take money 
and portable articles which could be exchanged, both for his 
own journey and for Surmang should the need arise. He 
followed my advice, though he said he was quite certain there 
would be no emergency and that on reaching Surmang he 
would immediately put my residence in order in preparation for 
my return. I repeated how very delicate our position was with 
the Communists, and that we must not show any antagonism 
toward them. 

Some of the monks and laypeople escorted his party for two 
days. On their return, they told us that they had met some 
people from Surmang who had said that the Communists had 
already collected all the arms in the district, even meat 
choppers, and had posted guards at the ferry across the river 
and at all points of importance on the road. We knew that if my 
bursar were to be captured, our own position would be in 
jeopardy as the Chinese would then know where I might be 
found. I had been recuperating at Yak for a week when we 



heard that the Communists were stationed on all the routes 
between Riwoche and Chamdo, though as yet no one knew how 
far their troops had penetrated beyond that area. We felt sure 
that they were in control of the ferry of Dongdrong Trukha, but 
it was uncertain from what direction they would approach us. 
All this was extremely disturbing. 

My bursar had again assigned Yonten to carry out his duties, 
and since my private secretary had also left with the party for 
Surmang, he had been replaced by a monk from Drolma 
Lhakhang. One personal attendant remained with me and these 
three, together with a monk in charge of the horses, formed my 
immediate staff; all the other monks serving me belonged to 
Drolma Lhakhang. 

We discussed our plans among ourselves. Invitations came 
from various people who had attended the wangkur; they 
offered to look after me and suggested that we might be 
concealed in the remoter parts of the country, but I was not 
convinced that it would be safe even there. 

After a week's rest I was feeling stronger, so we were able to 
have a final session of devotional chanting together with a 
communal meal, ending with the marme monlam, at which we 
prayed for a reunion of teachers and pupils and gave 
thanksgiving for the grace and knowledge we had received. All 
who were there held lamps which had been lighted from a lamp 
on the shrine. As the teacher, my lamp was the first to be lit, 
and from it the flame was passed on to all who were present. 
Then each person tied his white scarf to that of his neighbor 
and finally to mine so that the white band linked us all, and 
they all repeated after me a chant which resounded through 
the hall. The flame of the lamp symbolized the light of gnosis 
(jnana) which is individually received, but is an indivisible unity 
in itself. The chain of white scarves represented the purity of 
those holding it to strengthen their spiritual life and persevere 
with the teachings they had received. I thanked all those who 
had been at the wangkur; I had learned in the teaching and 
they in attending. I said, "none of us know what the future may 
bring, and we may never be allowed to be together again in the 



flesh, but spiritually we are one. Our having had this 
opportunity to be together is the beginning of a union that will 
last for many lives. To bring all this into our daily lives we must 
continue our efforts to follow the promptings of the guru within 
ourselves. We must keep the balance between our mundane 
activities and our strivings for spiritual perfection. We must do 
our best to help all beings caught in the suffering that the 
world is now experiencing. We who have had this wonderful 
time together must now disperse. The assembly hall will soon 
be empty with the shrine, the throne, and the decorations all 
dismantled, but we must not be too distressed. With the 
menace from the Chinese becoming ever more severe, 
everything demonstrates the impermanence of earthly 
existence." 

We felt that my future plans must be decided upon within a 
week, for the Communists might discover that I was at Yak. 
There were many suitable hiding places in the district, but it 
was difficult to choose one without offending the many other 
kind people who had offered help. So I went into retreat at Yak 
and resorted once more to takpa divination. The answer was 
that the country around Yo would be best, the local experts 
concurred and my friends agreed to supply me with food. 

I was still considered to be in retreat, my yellow curtains 
were always drawn, and it was not really known whether or not 
I was in the monastery of Yak. I asked an elderly lama whose 
room was next to mine to sound his bell and drum each day as 
if it came from my room; then I left in the middle of the night. 
Jigme Rinpoche and his brother came with me, also my 
personal attendant and one monk. Our horses and baggage had 
been sent on ahead to a place on the outskirts of the monastery 
where Jigme's brother and his servants were waiting. Yak 
Tulku who had accompanied us then went back. It was bitterly 
cold, we missed the heated wall of the monastery, and the night 
was so dark we could see nothing and had to trust to our 
horses to follow the trail. 

The following morning at about seven we reached the house 
of the landowner to whom the valley of our projected hideout 



belonged. He gave us a warm welcome and we were thankful 
for the hot milk he offered us, for we were frozen. A fire of ox 
dung was immediately lit; it was smoky and gave out little heat, 
but it helped to restore us, after which we started off again. 
The landowner himself led us to our hideout which we reached 
in about five hours. We crossed a mountain pass which led us 
to a valley used for grazing cattle in the summer, but which 
was uninhabited during the winter months when the pass was 
under snow. Here the yaks used to be left to look after 
themselves, only the females (dris) being driven down to the 
farms for the winter. The further end of the valley was 
inaccessible, being cut off by a high gorge through which the 
river Yo-chu escaped into the Gyemo Ngul-chu by a series of 
cascades and gorges. These grazing grounds were unknown to 
all except the local herdsmen and the landowner, and the place 
itself was called the Valley of Mystery. 

We now had to look for the best place to set up our camp, so 
we slept where we were for the first night and started 
searching the following day. Up and down the valley there were 
a few primitive shelters used in the summer by herdsmen, so 
we picked on one of them at the far end on the banks of a 
frozen stream. The weather was fine and there was hard frost 
at night, though as yet no snow. 

The landowner remained with our party to help, and we all 
set about putting the shelter in order. It was built up against a 
large rock and the walls were of loose stone. In order to put 
our tents inside we had to remove the roof. My tent and 
Jigme's, which he shared with his brother, were of white 
canvas, while my attendant and the monk who did the cooking 
had a larger one made of yak's hair, which also served as a 
kitchen. After three days the landowner with his own and 
Jigme's servants went back, leaving us with large supplies of 
butter and dried cheese made of boiled dris milk, as well as a 
lot of cakes made with butter, dried curd, hard cheese, and a 
particular kind of vegetable flour made from a kind of artichoke 
which had been roasted before being ground. All this was in 
addition to what Yak Tulku and Akong Tulku had sent with us. 



When our kind host left, he said he hoped he would be able to 
visit us occasionally and give us news of the latest political 
developments. He encouraged us to remain there for a long 
time, for he thought it would be impossible for the Chinese to 
find us in that remote place. He did not think that we would 
ever be completely cut off, as when the snow became deep he 
could in an emergency open up the path with yaks. 

This was the first time that I had found myself isolated from 
the world without any visitors and almost without attendants. I 
was, however, ready to stay there for a long time as I had 
brought with me some sixty volumes of spiritual instruction. 

We used to go out together to collect wood, but my attendant 
was rather upset that I should share in such domestic work, for 
he considered it his duty to do all these things for us. The birds 
woke us up each day and my mornings were spent in devotions 
and meditation. As the frost became more severe, it was almost 
impossible for me to use my bell and drum as the metal was too 
cold, and we had to wear our sheepskin coats all the time. My 
young attendant was utterly self-sacrificing and only thought of 
my comfort, neglecting his own. He always managed to keep a 
fire made of twigs going in my tent both morning and evening, 
though it did little but warm my face as I gazed into it. I used to 
eat the midday meal with Jigme Rinpoche and his brother and 
we took long walks together in the afternoons; in the evenings 
we used to gather together with our two attendants in Jigme's 
tent which had an outlet for the smoke and was larger than 
mine. Jigme was in his fifties, not tall but very tough; he had a 
very practical way of looking at things with a wonderful sense 
of humor. It was never dull in his company, for he was an 
excellent storyteller and having traveled on pilgrimages to 
many places including India, he told us lots of amusing yarns 
about his experiences. 

As the winter advanced, the yaks which had been left in the 
valley came down in herds to the lower pastures; it began to 
snow very heavily, causing avalanches and rocks to fall with a 
tremendous roar which at first we thought came from Chinese 
guns. As the snow was so deep we had left off expecting 



visitors, but one day a man suddenly appeared. It was an old 
servant of Jigme's on horseback with two yaks laden with 
foodstuffs. The snow had reached up to his stirrups, but the 
man said that he had not felt the cold as intensely as when he 
had had to travel in the biting wind. He brought us some butter 
and milk, which were all the more acceptable as we had long 
been without fresh food. He had no political news to report, but 
told us that Jigme's sister was very ill. He also said people were 
beginning to doubt whether I was still at Yak. 

He brought me a letter from one of my friends, a tulku who 
had gone to Yak to ask for my advice; he wanted to know what 
his monastery should do in regard to the Communists. Yak 
Tulku had told him that I could not be disturbed as I was still in 
retreat, but I would write to him later. I was able to reply 
telling him that the situation was becoming very serious and 
that if his monks were thinking of escaping, it might be best 
not to delay too long. Both from a religious and a practical 
point of view it was very important not to cause any open 
antagonism with the Chinese which would only hasten disaster. 

Jigme and I were feeling a little lonely and we longed for 
more company; since the servant was returning, I sent a letter 
to Akong Tulku to suggest his coming to join us. On receipt of it 
he immediately made preparations to come, and was with us in 
time to share in our devotions preceding the New Year. 

A local landowner sent several horsemen to bring us New 
Year offerings of food and gifts from Drolma Lhakhang and Yag 
monasteries. These were so lavish that we had almost more 
food than we could eat. The horsemen gave us some rather 
vague news about the Resistance forces which were fighting 
quite successfully in several parts of Tibet. 

About three weeks later my bursar arrived with another 
monk. He had failed to reach Surmang, and the news he 
brought was extremely distressing. He told us that when he left 
Drolma Lhakhang he was able to cross by the ferry over the 
Dza-chu because the Communists had withdrawn their guards 
after collecting all arms in the district and making lists of all 
the local families and their possessions. They had been 



planning to establish a military camp near the ferry but owing 
to an attack in the neighborhood from the Resistance they had 
for the time being been obliged to leave the place. So Tsethar 
was able to proceed and had great hopes of reaching Surmang, 
but on his way toward Lhathok he met travelers who told him 
that Surmang had been attacked about a month previously and 
Namgyal Tse had been destroyed; only very few monks had 
been able to escape. Diitsi Tel had suffered less; the senior 
secretary and a number of the monks had been able to get 
away and they had made for the district of Lhathok, which 
appeared to be safer. On making further enquiries Tsethar was 
told that they had found shelter in the monastery of Kyere. On 
his arrival there he found the party, and also my mother and 
two sisters who were in a house near the monastery with my 
young brother the abbot. In tents all around there were a 
number of villagers from the neighborhood of Surmang: The 
Communists had told these people that they could not remain 
in their own homes as they would be in danger from the 
guerillas; they must therefore go to Jyekundo under Chinese 
escort, but would be able to return later when the situation 
became more settled. 

Tsethar was told that a few months previously the Chinese 
had arranged a very large and important meeting to be held in 
Jyekundo, sending invitations to all the influential lamas and 
heads of the district. This was a customary procedure, but this 
time there was a difference, for the invitations were more in 
the form of an order; since to decline would only worsen the 
situation, the majority agreed to come. At the meeting, the 
Chinese explained that they were there to guard the Tibetans 
from possible danger; to emphasize this point the hall was 
surrounded by Communist troops. Each day the Chinese 
asserted with greater vehemence their sole right to authority, 
and eventually they tried to force the Tibetan representatives 
to accept Communism. All the Tibetans present understood 
that if they did not agree their lives would be in danger, and 
Rashu Behu, the head of the Rashu district, decided to escape. 
He walked out of the hall to where his bodyguard of five men 



was waiting with his horse, and they made off at a tremendous 
pace. The Chinese pursued them but did not catch up with the 
fugitives until their horses broke down, compelling the party of 
six to alight. A terrible fight ensued in which, after killing five 
or six Chinese, Rashu Behu himself was killed. 

After this the Chinese became much more aggressive in their 
attitude: The body of Rashu Behu was brought back and 
displayed in the hall and a week later all the Tibetans who 
attended the meeting were arrested. 

The Chinese now called meetings in the twenty-five districts 
under Jyekundo to impress upon the people that they must 
change to the Communist way of life. They were told that if 
they did not comply with these orders the lives of their 
representatives who had attended the meeting would be forfeit. 
This was more than the people were able to stand; they 
protested that their representatives could not answer for each 
one of them. When the Chinese demanded that everyone hand 
over his arms, the Tibetans rose in open revolt and armed 
resistance was organized in all the districts, each of which had 
its own center of Chinese administration. 

The small Communist office in Namgyal Tse just outside the 
monastery was the first to be destroyed and similar attacks 
were made throughout the twenty-five districts of the province. 
They were successful in all the smaller centers. The Resistance 
fighters eventually reached Jyekundo and occupied the large 
monastery overlooking the town, which was still in Chinese 
hands, thus cutting off all communications with it. They had 
also tried to cut the Chinese road between Jyekundo and China 
but at each attempt it was immediately repaired by the 
Chinese. Many of the towns on this road were taken by the 
Tibetans and very severe fighting took place in Trindu, where 
the Communists in order to protect themselves had mined the 
roads. But the Resistance troops drove cattle in front of them 
to explode the mines and over a thousand Chinese in the town 
were killed. These successes continued for about one and a half 
months. The Communists, however, then received 
reinforcements and their overwhelming numbers forced the 



Resistance party back. 

Though the Chinese in Nangchen expected their compatriots 
to arrive soon, they were in a state of siege and had run out of 
food and water. In their desperation they resorted to strategy. 
They sent two Chinese who knew Tibetan out of the town 
disguised as lamas who, as they gave people to understand, 
had been forced to leave their hermitage. These men 
approached the Resistance troops and pretended that they 
were still under a strict vow of silence; to avoid having to talk 
they went on fingering their rosaries, their lips appearing to be 
repeating mantras. They both looked so genuine that the 
Resistance men believed they could be relied upon. The junior 
of the two indicated in dumb show that Chinese reinforcements 
were less than a mile away. At this the besiegers left their 
trenches in order to combat the oncoming Communists. The 
two lamas suddenly disappeared, and the Chinese in the town 
were able to make a successful sortie for food and water; when 
the Resistance troops returned to their trenches, having seen 
nothing of the Communists, they realized that they had been 
tricked. Fresh Communist troops arrived five days later and 
routed the besiegers. 

The situation was now becoming very serious for the 
Tibetans; nearly all those living in monasteries or towns, 
particularly the ablebodied, were made prisoners. The 
Communists now in command were completely ruthless; the 
whole order of behavior was changed. Those who had been 
established in the administration before the invasion and had 
had friendly relations with the Tibetans, now had no control. 

The Communist army was arriving in thousands and using 
automatic weapons hitherto unknown in Tibet. From their 
headquarters in Jyekundo and Nangchen they were sending 
their troops in all directions capturing the inhabitants and 
destroying the monasteries and the homes of the peasants. 
Some of the Resistance took shelter in Namgyal Tse Monastery. 
It was attacked by Communist troops from Nangchen and the 
fight went on for nearly two days, leaving most of the Tibetans 
dead in the monastery, as well as several hundred Communist 



soldiers. The whole place was looted, and the buildings 
destroyed. Dorlha, who had formerly been senior in the 
Jyekundo administration, was in command of the insurgent 
party; he fought with extreme bravery and then managed to 
escape. A few monks were able to get away and some of them 
discarded their robes and joined the Resistance, others were 
killed and the majority captured. Garwang Rinpoche, the abbot 
of Namgyal Tse, had disappeared after attending the meeting 
at Jyekundo. 

By now there was not a single monastery left to carry out its 
religious functions, between Diitsi Tel and China. All the 
districts were full of the wounded and the dying. Chinese 
troops were everywhere, while the people who had escaped 
were now starving. Women and children left in the villages 
were in no better plight. Many mishaps befell those who tried 
to escape; there were diseases and accidents, small children 
fell from their horses, and everywhere there was shortage of 
food. 

As for Diitsi Tel it did not escape the common fate. It was 
attacked from the north: Chinese troops broke into the library 
and threw out all the valuable books, tearing off their covers; 
the good Tibetan paper was either just strewn around or else 
was given as fodder to their horses. Those treasures of the 
shrines which were made of precious metals, such as images 
and lamps, were broken up and the metal was sent off to China. 
The precious painted scrolls were taken down and used as 
trays on which to serve the soldiers' meals of meat and rice. 
Everything of value in the monastery was removed; they even 
broke into the tomb of the tenth Trungpa Tulku and left the 
embalmed body exposed. 

Those monks who were able to escape had no other 
alternative but to abandon their monastery without attempting 
resistance. The elderly lama who directed meditation at the 
retreat center was, however, taken prisoner with some ten 
other monks. They were confined in the gonkhang, the temple 
of the tutelary deities. This was the oldest part of Diitsi Tel and 
dated from the sixteenth century, since when it had always 



been used for special spiritual activities. It was half chapel, half 
dwelling house. The elderly lama told his fellow prisoners, 
“Since this building has been set aside for meditation, it should 
still be so used, and this experience should make us realize its 
true purpose. We must accept that what has happened is all 
part of our training in life. Indeed, this is our opportunity to 
understand the nature of the world and to attain a deeper level. 
Though we are shut up here as prisoners, our devotions should 
be the same as if we were freely gathered together in the 
assembly hall." He went on in this way, and gradually, as this 
deeper spiritual teaching was put before them, his companions 
recovered their calm. 

The prisoners were scantily fed on a small daily portion of 
roasted barley (tsampa) and given hot water to drink. The 
younger monks who had been captured were sent out to 
remote valleys under an armed Chinese guard who also wore 
Tibetan clothes; they had to search for Tibetans in hiding and 
tell them that they must return to their villages. Everyone was 
questioned about me, but the monks themselves did not know 
where I might be found. 

The building itself was left intact, being used together with 
the surrounding houses as an army base. From there the 
Chinese attacked all the neighboring monasteries and villages, 
bringing their prisoners back to Dutsi Tel. The fort which had 
been there in the time of Adro Shelu-bum and had become part 
of the monastery, was now used once more as a watchtower. 

The Chinese army stayed at Dutsi Tel for about a month. They 
had intended to make it a permanent center, but on receiving 
orders from army headquarters they evacuated the place, 
carrying away everything which might be of value to 
themselves; the prisoners they took with them. The cattle in 
the district had all been rounded up and sent to Jyekundo 
Airport which was in a flat valley, a few miles from the town. 
The journey was a cruel one for the prisoners, as their captors 
were ordered not to delay, so they traveled night and day, with 
the Tibetans on foot and the Chinese on horseback. When they 
reached Jyekundo, the women were sent to the airport to look 



after the cattle; their children were taken from them and 
placed in communal nurseries under strangers. All able-bodied 
men and a few women were put on forced labor for road 
making and those who were too old to work were sent to 
concentration camps, together with those senior people who 
had not been shot. 

Before the armies left the district, the Communists had 
entered the houses of the better-class Tibetans and ransacked 
them; they had taken the clothes of the masters and made the 
servants wear them, and the masters had been forced to put on 
the servants' clothes. 

The country was full of informers: The newly arrived 
Communist army made use of everyone who could help them, 
such as Chinese officials previously established in the district 
and Tibetan youths who had been recruited into their army 
when they first invaded Tibet; a number of these boys deserted 
to the Resistance, but those who remained with the 
Communists became useful as guides. 

My secretary gave me news about what had happened in the 
wild and sparsely inhabited country northwest of Jyekundo. The 
whole area, known as Changthang, is a vast plateau and 
exceedingly cold. Knowing that the Communists were 
advancing from the northeast, the people of these high regions 
escaped to the northwest and lived in large camps. The 
Chinese now sent troops to attack them, having sighted their 
camps from their airplanes. 

When the inhabitants left their villages, they had taken most 
of their cattle and personal possessions with them and this had 
made their camps very conspicuous targets for the Communist 
planes. Near the Lake of Heaven (Tengri Nor) there was a 
terrible fight; the refugees had camped beside this long lake 
which has a rocky mountain on one side; women and children 
were put behind these rocks for greater safety. The 
Communists attacked from three sides and the fighting went on 
for two days at the odds of 150 Tibetans against a thousand 
Communist troops. Though the situation was desperate the 
Tibetan men fought with such bravery that, despite many 



casualties, the women and children were saved. 

All these things had happened while I was at Yak, but no one 
had been able to communicate with me at the time. 

The bursar also told me that my mother and my two sisters 
had gone to visit my young brother, the abbot of Kyere, before 
the serious outbreak of hostilities and had stayed on there 
when conditions became dangerous. My mother sent me a 
message saying that she was relieved to think that I was in a 
safer place; I must not worry about her; if I had to leave the 
country she would be content for she thought only of my safety. 

The refugees from the area around Surmang had been 
alloted camping sites and grazing for their cattle by the people 
living near Kyere; they still thought they would be able to 
return to their homes and our monks also expected to go back 
to Dutsi Tel; all thought that the Communists' threat to return 
would not be carried out. My bursar said he had done his best 
to encourage this belief. He had gone to Dutsi Tel himself with 
a few monks and found all the buildings intact, so he had 
arranged with some poor herdsmen still living in the 
neighborhood to take charge of them. At the monastery he had 
seen the desecrated tomb of the tenth Trungpa Tulku with the 
body exposed and on his return to Kyere had sent a party of 
monks to cremate it. 

As soon as he got back to Kyere he had called a meeting of 
our monks; all agreed that they should return to their 
monastery and had written the letter which Bursar Tsethar had 
brought with him. It said they hoped to resettle at Dutsi Tel and 
begged me to return to them; they asked me to think over the 
matter carefully, for if, during the life of the eleventh Trungpa 
Tulku, both monasteries ceased to function it would be a 
disaster. I asked the bursar how he had been able to travel the 
country in its present disturbed state; he replied that he had 
been aware of the danger and moved cautiously. I then asked 
him if other communities intended to return to their 
monasteries; to this he answered that, as far as he knew, no 
one else had such an intention. I wanted to know what were 
the individual opinions of my monks in regard to myself and he 



said that they were quite satisfied with the action I had taken 
to avoid danger; in fact, I had relieved them of the great 
responsibility of taking care of me. 

It was difficult to reply to the letter, though it was obvious 
that decisions could not be long delayed; I used prasena again, 
which indicated that I should not go to Kyere and that I should 
even leave my present retreat fairly soon. 

My answer to the letter was as follows: "We should not think 
only of the survival of our monastery, nor of my own reputation. 
You must see that the whole country has been devastated. If we 
try to reestablish Diitsi Tel the Communists will inevitably 
return and the suffering will only be repeated; probably we 
shall all lose our lives. Where I am now, we are in the province 
of Central Tibet; unless a change for the worse takes place 
here, we are in a better position than at Surmang. My monks 
must consider the possibility of remaining where they are or of 
coming to this area; I think nothing would be more dangerous 
than to return to Surmang." 

I read my letter to the bursar and added, "I agreed earlier to 
return to Surmang, but this was in the hopes of saving our 
monastery. Now, if I join you, we will certainly be a target for 
attack from the Communists and their persecution of our 
people will begin all over again. They will believe that I 
encouraged the Resistance; this will only lead to further 
bloodshed. I think there is little hope of reestablishing our 
monastery, but I will not attempt to escape myself before I have 
received further information from our monks at Kyere." 

The bursar had little to say in reply; incurably sanguine, he 
clung to the belief that everything would end well. He was 
obsessed with the calamity which had overtaken Surmang and 
failed to recognize the fact that the disaster was one involving 
the whole country. Though my companions were in favor of my 
leaving the district immediately, we decided that I should stay 
on where I was until an answer came back from Kyere. As for 
Tsethar, he went to Drolma Lhakhang with the monk in charge 
of the horses to make arrangements about our animals which 
were being cared for in the neighborhood; he now wanted to 



exchange them for money and portable articles. 

The weather was now improving and the valley where we 
were hiding was bursting into spring. Akong Tulku and I, 
sometimes accompanied by Jigme Rinpoche and his brother, 
used to take long walks along tracks that animals had made 
through the willow and juniper scrub. There was so much to 
see; birds, including the white goose, and many animals such 
as musk deer, brown bears, Tibetan pandas, and foxes were to 
be seen. To hear a fox barking is considered to be a bad omen 
in Tibet; one full-moon night after the New Year we heard one 
followed by the cries of jackals; the sound echoed from rock to 
rock and was frightening in the silence and loneliness of the 
valley. 

The next day a messenger came to tell Jigme Rinpoche that 
his sister was dying; he and his brother left at once, saying that 
if his sister recovered he would return. A few days later he sent 
to tell us that his sister had died; her body had been cremated, 
but he would very much like me to perform the funeral rites. 
He said that on his return to his family's house he had realized 
how very cold we were in the Valley of Mystery and, since his 
house was a large one, he could hide me there without 
difficulty. He would let others know that he himself was 
engaged in special devotions and must remain in retreat, so no 
one would know that I was there. I was of course to travel by 
night; he also asked Akong to come with me. My attendant 
monk was delighted at this invitation, though he admitted he 
had made much progress in meditation in the solitude of the 
valley. I myself felt no inclination to go; we had grown fond of 
the place. I had been able to work a good deal, but had not 
finished a book I was writing on meditation, showing its 
gradual development up to the final fruition. 

Jigme Rinpoche had been so exceedingly kind to us that I 
thought we must accept his invitation for a short time; we knew 
that his sister had been a nun and a very saintly woman. We 
asked the young monk who had come with us to the valley to 
look after our things; the landowner had sent an old nun to 
attend to the yaks, so he would not be left entirely alone. As we 



started on our journey; I had a presentiment that we would not 
return to the valley that had sheltered us so well. 

The snow on the pass was very deep and I had to walk behind 
my horse, holding on to its tail to pull me up the slope. On 
reaching the summit, we ran into a blizzard; the prayer flag on 
the cairn was all but torn away by the wind and only just 
showed above the deep snow. It was even more difficult going 
down the other side of the pass. I had to walk in front of my 
horse, holding on to the reins; the horse, being steadier than 
myself, was able to act as a brake in case I slipped. We traveled 
all through the day and reached the landowner's house toward 
evening; there we waited till it was quite dark. He himself 
wanted me to return at once to the shelter of the valley, for he 
thought there could be no safer hiding place from the Chinese. 
The night became colder and colder; it was pitch dark, but our 
guide knew the way and, hurrying along, we reached Jigme 
Rinpoche's house before the dawn broke. 

The warmed rooms were welcome, though our frozen hands 
and feet tingled painfully; the contrast between our primitive 
life in the valley and the comfort of Jigme's house could hardly 
have been greater. It was a very quiet place; since the funeral 
rites were in progress no visitors called; but from the windows 
we could see the constant stream of Communist troops and 
lorries going along the road on the other side of the river. 

This sudden change in our surroundings did not seem to suit 
my health, and after we had performed our devotions for a 
week, Akong Tulku's bursar arrived; he consulted with Jigme 
Rinpoche and they decided that, since I was not well, it would 
be unwise for me to undertake the strenuous return journey to 
the Valley of Mystery. They thought that there were equally 
good hiding places within easier reach. In fact, there was a 
cave I had long wanted to visit, so I asked them if they thought 
it would be suitable as a hiding place; to this proposal they 
agreed and said they would make the necessary arrangements. 

Akong Rinpoche went home to his monastery and I left with 
my attendant for the cave, starting off at midnight; our guide 
was an elderly nun from one of the Drolma Lhakhang 



nunneries. As we could not reach the place before daybreak we 
rested on the way in another large cave on the south side of 
Mount Kulha Ngang Ya. The road ran beside the mountain, but 
the cave was so high up that we had to climb beyond a moraine 
to get to it. It had two divisions, an upper and a lower, we put 
our horses in the lower one. We were not able to light fires for 
fear that they would give away our position, but we had plenty 
of dried meat and cheese with us, and our saddle rugs were 
useful for bedding. As soon as it became dark we resumed our 
journey; there were villages on the way and we passed by one 
of the local nunneries. Akong Tulku had arranged for some of 
his monks to get our cave ready, and when we reached it we 
found a fire already lit and food and bedding laid out. 

The cave of my choice had been discovered by Lama 
Montruk; his story is remarkable. He was born in the late 
nineteenth century in an area on the borders of Assam where 
the people believe in nature spirits, which they propitiate by 
animal sacrifices. This had distressed Montruk from his early 
childhood and while still young he decided to leave his home. 
He pretended to be going on a hunting expedition and walked 
toward the Tibetan border; on his way there he came to the 
retreats of several Tibetan hermits. They told him about Thoga, 
a lama of Drolma Lhakhang, who had founded the four 
nunneries in that district. All he heard from the hermits 
encouraged him to seek out Thoga Rinpoche who became his 
guru. 

After three years training under this master he undertook a 
long retreat and, being accustomed to climbing, he searched 
the nearby mountains for a suitable cave. Mount Kulha Ngang 
Ya seemed a good situation so, using a pickax, he started to 
hollow out a cave in the rock. After a day's work he had got 
through about a yard when he came to an opening into a 
natural cave with a hole in the roof that could serve as a 
chimney. A tunnel let to a second cavern, with a natural 
window looking out on a steep and inaccessible part of the 
mountain. Lama Montruk remained there to meditate for the 
rest of his life. 



We found the cave wonderfully warm; for fuel, we burnt a 
plant called gongmo potho , which grows in strange woolly 
clusters between the rocks; the nuns gathered it for us. A 
mountain stream ran nearby This was an ideal place for 
working on my book, as there were no interruptions and no 
great hardship from the cold; the only drawback was that I had 
nowhere to walk so that I lacked exercise. The nun remained 
with my attendant, to cook and look after me; the two lived and 
slept in the front cave which was also our kitchen. After a 
week, however, I found the constant ministrations of the good 
nun somewhat distracting; I wanted to be left alone to 
meditate. When she told me about another cave some three 
hours' ride farther on, on Mount Kyo Rinchen Pungpa, which 
with its surrounding villages was owned by her family, I sent 
word to Akong Tulku to have my horses brought to me and we 
moved on again. 

When we reached this other mountain, we found the cave 
blocked. However, the owner very kindly provided a black tent, 
which was put up near the cave on a flat ledge high up the 
mountainside. This ledge was sufficiently large for me to walk 
about, so I could now again take exercise. There was a 
waterfall on one side, which at that time was frozen, and 
behind its icicles ran a clear passage through which I would 
walk out and up the rocks, with no danger of being seen from 
below. In the rarified air I could hear herdsmen in the distance 
calling to their animals. At night the cold was intense; several 
blankets and a well-made sheepskin coat imported from the 
west of Tibet did not suffice to keep me warm. My attendant 
found his native sheepskin and felt rugs better suited to this 
climate. 

I remained there quietly for a few weeks and was able to 
finish my book, which filled about one thousand sheets of 
Tibetan paper. The landowner's herdsmen got to suspect, 
however, that there was a lama in retreat somewhere on the 
mountain. The rumor spread quickly to the neighboring village. 
All the inhabitants were very excited and thought it might 
possibly be me. The headman climbed up to our ledge to find 



out and when he saw me he used the Tibetan saying "A golden 
rock has fallen on our doorstep/' adding that it was fortunate 
for him and his fellow villagers that I had come to their 
neighborhood. He was quite sure that the news of my 
whereabouts would go no further and that my retreat was as 
safe as any other hiding place; he assured me that all the 
villagers would look after me. He came again next day with his 
son and daughter-in-law bringing barrels of curd and other 
food supplies. He said that his wife would like to visit me on the 
following day; she had not been able to come with them as she 
had stayed at home to look after the house. The news that he 
brought about the present situation in the country was that the 
Resistance party was fighting in the area round Kongpo, where 
the Brahmaputra enters India. At Chamdo, the Chinese were 
becoming more and more oppressive; however, he thought that 
his part of Tibet was safe, and if I wanted to move from my 
present retreat, there were several equally good and remote 
places where I could lie concealed. 

On April 11, at dawn, we heard neighing and the monk in 
charge of my horses appeared. He told me that my bursar, who 
was still attending to the business of selling our cattle at 
Drolma Lhakhang, was growing increasingly worried about the 
situation. The Communist troops had now suddenly appeared in 
the vicinity, so he had sent this monk with my horses to ask 
what I thought should be done. The messenger had left the 
evening before and on his way had seen Communist troops 
marching toward Pasho. They were telling the people that the 
Chinese had already gained possession of Lhasa and that they 
were now about to take control of Pasho district. The troops 
were coming from different directions, some from Chamdo and 
others from Enda, north of Drolma Lhakhang. He did not know 
what had happened at the monastery or to Akong Tulku after 
he himself had left. 

This news could mean one of two things; either the troops 
would go direct to Pasho or else they would attack each of the 
monasteries on the way. My takpa (divination) indicated that 
the danger was certainly increasing but that there was no need 



for immediate alarm. I realized that I could neither go to 
Drolma Lhakhang nor to Yak, so I sent the monk back to make 
preparations to move our luggage. He wanted to know the 
exact date on which he should be ready. I told him, at the full 
moon, on April 23. This was the Earth Hog year, 1959, and I 
was now twenty. 

After he had left, a second monk came with a message from 
my bursar; Drolma Lhakhang had not been disturbed, for the 
Chinese had gone direct to Pasho. I went down to the nearby 
village, where I met a businessman who had come straight 
from Chamdo. He told me that the military had been in 
complete control there since the first week of April. They had 
put loudspeakers everywhere telling the people that the Dalai 
Lama had been forcibly abducted by the guerillas. They said 
that the Chinese had always intended to liberate the Tibetans 
and that they were there to bring great benefits to the people 
by peaceful means. They had, however, been forced to fire 
some guns in Lhasa when the guerillas attacked them and 
Norbulingkha, the Summer Palace, had been slightly damaged, 
but now everything was all right. They added that the Chinese 
had been obliged to take over the civil government because the 
Tibetans had broken the Seventeen Point Agreement of 1949; 
they also declared that Tibetans must not have any contact 
with the foreign “Imperialists." 

My informant told me that Tibetan officials who up till now 
had worked with the Chinese were being arrested and all 
telephones in their homes had been disconnected. Every bridge 
on the two Chamdo rivers was being guarded. The townspeople 
looked frightened and miserable and all gaiety was at an end. 
Everyone entering Chamdo was questioned as to his reasons 
for traveling. Part of the monastery was being used as a jail, 
though a few monks were allowed to remain in the rest of it; 
however, anyone visiting them was sighted through field 
glasses and accused of being a spy. The Communists had dug 
trenches on the hills round the town and it was estimated that 
some forty thousand troops were encamped in the vicinity. The 
Chinese had tried to encourage the Tibetans to return to their 



homes, telling them that there was nothing to fear and that 
everything that had taken place was to their advantage. 

By April 14 the Chinese had gained complete control of 
Pasho. They had interned the lamas in the assembly hall of 
their monastery. The place was desecrated and everything of 
value removed. All the officials in the town had been captured 
and the food from the monastery and the government stores, as 
well as from the local shops, had been taken and sent away to 
Chamdo. A temporary concentration camp had been set up. 
The fact that Resistance forces under Andrup had previously 
visited Pasho now made things worse for the inhabitants. On 
their way to the town the Chinese had captured any travelers 
on the road and had forced them to accompany the army, so no 
one had been able to give any warning of their approach. 
Previously the Communists had not actually done any damage 
to the surrounding villages, but the people there were living in 
terror of spies who might give them away later. 



THIRTEEN 


Must We Escape? 


W aiting for the twenty-third, I went down to the village 
where I stayed with several families in succession. Yak 
Tulku came to see me, which was a great pleasure as he had 
always been so helpful with his mature advice and had shown 
such understanding about my difficulties at the time when the 
bursar was so insistent that I should go back to Surmang. This 
time, however, his mind was taken up with the Chinese 
situation; he seemed to be more nervous than I was myself and 
could give me no clear guidance. I told him that I had fixed the 
date for my departure; it was to be on April 23. He wanted to 
come with me, but said that he would have to bring some of the 
senior monks with him and also a good deal of baggage. We 
discussed the route and I pointed out to him that we might 
have great difficulty in crossing the Gyemo Ngul-chu River, for 
there was only one bridge, and at other places it was crossed 
by ferry. Since the Communists were in control at Pasho, they 
would probably have put guards all along the river. We had no 
knowledge of the conditions at the bridge. I tried to explain to 
Yak Tulku that this would not be an easy journey like the tours 
we used to make, this time it was going to be a life-or-death 
escape. We would have to reduce our baggage to a minimum 
and make ourselves as inconspicuous as possible. He still 
wanted to come with me, but felt he must first consult his 
secretary. He thought that the baggage question could be 
solved if he came with us on horseback with a few monks only 
bringing whatever was required for the journey; a small 
additional number of mules would suffice to carry the most 
valuable possessions, leaving a second party to follow 
consisting of the other monks with yaks to transport the 



remainder of the baggage. However, he doubted whether he 
could make all these arrangements by the twenty-third. I 
emphasized that the party must be kept as small as possible, or 
there would be no chance for any of us. If many people wanted 
to try and escape, they must split up into smaller groups and 
travel separately. Whereupon Yak Tulku went back to his 
monastery to collect his party. 

The monk horseman who had come to see me in my mountain 
retreat was now returning to Drolma Lhakhang. I gave him a 
letter to Akong Tulku telling him that I had decided to leave on 
the twenty-third and that, if he wanted to come with me, he 
must discuss the matter with his monks and come to an early 
and firm decision. I thought it unlikely that Drolma Lhakhang 
would be left in peace after what had happened in other parts 
of Tibet and particularly at Surmang. Should he come with me, 
I promised his monastery that I would do my best to look after 
him, but I realized that such a journey might be dangerous for 
both of us. My own date for departure was fixed and I had 
every intention of sticking to it. Yak Tulku might be coming 
with us and, if he decided to do so, I had told him that his 
baggage must be severely cut down. We should have to keep a 
small party; with every additional person the danger would 
become greater and my own responsibility would also be 
increased; moreover, there was always the possibility that 
others might wish to join us on the way; this was how I wrote to 
my friend Akong. 

Until the 22nd I remained in the village and then set off at 
night for Drolma Lhakhang which I reached at six o'clock the 
next morning after a roundabout journey avoiding villages, 
while a tremendous snowstorm was raging. Both Akong Tulku 
and my bursar had tried to keep our plans secret, but the news 
of my intended departure had leaked out and on my arrival at 
the monastery I found a number of monks and villagers 
assembled who wanted to receive my blessing and to consult 
me about what they themselves should do. Some of them 
suggested organizing local resistance. I had very little time to 
talk to them and none to give any individual advice, so I spoke 



to the crowd in the assembly hall. I told them it would be 
useless to fight and, since I did not even know myself where I 
was going, I could offer them no concrete suggestions. At the 
moment I was thinking of Central Tibet; however, they must 
realize that there was danger everywhere. I told them to 
remember the teaching we had shared during the wangkur. 
Before I said good-bye they all filed past me to receive a 
blessing, after which I left hastily for fear of further delays as 
more and more people were arriving. 

Akong Rinpoche had decided to come with me with the 
approval of his monks, but my bursar had changed his mind; he 
could not bear to leave so many treasures behind while I, for 
my part, kept firmly to the decision to travel on horseback with 
a few mules to carry the basic necessities for the journey. It 
was arranged for a Lhathok woman to inform my monks at 
Kyere about my departure. After all this delay, our party could 
not even wait to have a meal, though my attendant and I had 
not eaten since the night before, so we set out on empty 
stomachs. Yonten came with us as acting bursar and the two 
attendants who had been with me in the Valley of Mystery were 
also of the party. Akong Rinpoche brought his two brothers and 
we were also joined by Lama Gelek, the monk who had taken 
the kalung when I gave the wangkur at Yak. A young novice 
from Drolma Lhakhang and an older monk from the retreat 
center also came with us. The older monk was a very spiritual 
man, prepared to face any difficulties and dangers. 

We started with a tearful send-off from all the monks of the 
monastery. It was a desolate moment for Akong Tulku who was 
leaving his own monks, especially the senior ones, who had 
brought him up with such loving care. My bursar accompanied 
us as far as the nunnery which was to be our first stopping 
place. We had some thirty horses and fifty mules with us. The 
neighboring villages had been asked to watch out and report if 
any Communists were in the district. 

On our arrival at the north nunnery I found the nuns very 
calm and thoughtful over the turn in affairs. They asked me to 
advise them what to do, saying they understood that they must 



accept whatever fate might bring. Some of the nearby villagers 
came to see me and we all talked for about an hour. As soon as 
there was a pause, the nuns offered us a meal which was very 
welcome. After we had eaten I went up to the hermitage and 
found the nun who was in retreat there. She was more 
concerned with my well-being than with her own personal 
danger. We had a spiritual talk and I encouraged her to 
consider the disturbances of this life as an element in her 
meditation. 

Our party spent the night in the shelter of the nunnery and 
we talked until late in the evening. During the day all the 
baggage had had to be sorted and properly packed. No one 
except the nuns knew that we were on our way to escape or for 
how long we would be staying at the nunnery; in fact, we 
disappeared after an early breakfast. 

Not long after, we met a man who had just crossed the river 
by the bridge without meeting any Chinese; this was cheering 
news. The next night we stayed in an isolated house belonging 
to a celebrated doctor, who welcomed us warmly. He 
specialized in the use of herbal remedies and had several sheds 
where he kept a stock of local herbs together with other 
medicines imported from India. A wonderful meal was put 
before us, in which special spices were used to flavor dishes 
our host himself had invented. He was convinced that at the 
moment we had nothing to fear from the Communists. Next day 
he gave us detailed instructions about what food to eat or avoid 
on our journey, also telling us where the water was good, bad, 
or medicinal. 

We set out very early in the morning; some of the 
neighboring villagers, however, had somehow got to know that 
we were in the district and came to ask for my blessing and 
also for advice and this delayed us somewhat. Our next stop 
was by a lake surrounded by five mountains, known as the Five 
Mothers; these had been held to be sacred by the followers of 
the old Bon religion. Here we had tea and then changed into 
ordinary Tibetan civilian clothes with European felt hats such 
as many people wear in Tibet. As I have mentioned before. 



such a change of clothes has a bad psychological effect on a 
monk, it gave one a sense of desolation. 

Our track now led us over heights, with the land sloping 
down to a distant river. A message had been sent to Kino 
Monastery which lay some miles from the bridge, announcing 
our coming. On the way down we were overtaken by Akong's 
tutor from Drolma Lhakhang who had followed us to see that 
all was well with our party. A little farther on we met a traveler 
coming from the direction of the bridge; he too reassured us 
saying that there were no Chinese in the vicinity. Since the 
monks at Kino had been forewarned, they had prepared a small 
procession to welcome us at the entrance to the monastery. Its 
abbot was a married lama who lived outside the precincts but 
was still in charge of the community, while the khenpo (master 
of studies) lived within the monastery and acted as deputy 
abbot. Being received with all the traditional monastic 
ceremonial, I felt a sense of personal shame at appearing in lay 
dress. During our three days' stay there many people from 
surrounding villages came to ask for a blessing and to put their 
personal troubles before me. 

We had to be particularly careful in this place since it lay near 
the bridge, so that there was always the possibility of the 
Communists coming this way, since Pasho lay only a few miles 
upstream, on the river Pashu which joined the Gyelmo Ngul- 
chu just above the bridge; this gave the place a certain 
strategic importance. 

Kino Tulku and his wife now wanted to join our party. Unlike 
Yak Tulku, he was quite prepared to leave all his possessions 
behind. His wife came from near Drolma Lhakhang and they 
were both great friends of Akong Tulku. He said that since his 
friend was leaving and the situation with the Communists was 
becoming ever more menacing, he thought they should escape 
with us. He and his wife made immediate preparations for the 
journey and decided to bring with them two monk attendants, 
five horses, and eleven mules. A man with his wife and little 
daughter also asked if they could join us. They had sold up 



their home and bought three horses in addition to the two they 
already possessed. 

According to information received locally if we could cross 
the bridge the country on the farther side would be safe as it 
was under the administration of the Resistance. We made ready 
to go on and Akong's tutor returned to Drolma Lhakhang; he 
was in great distress over having to leave us for he realized 
that this was a complete separation from his beloved abbot. 

We soon reached the Shabye Bridge which we crossed 
without difficulty; on the farther side we met a guard of the 
Resistance army who checked our party to ascertain that we 
were not carrying arms. One of my attendants was carrying a 
rolled-up pictorial scroll over his shoulder and the guard 
thought it looked suspiciously like a gun! When we had been 
cleared we were given passports. We enquired what steps were 
being taken to protect the area and were told that the whole 
district was being guarded and they thought that the 
Communists would not be able to break into it. He was very 
optimistic and said that the Resistance was even preparing to 
attack. We told him that the Communists had spread a report 
that the guerillas forced His Holiness the Dalai Lama to leave 
Lhasa early in March and that he had escaped and was now in 
India; also that Lhasa was now entirely under Communist 
control, though we ourselves did not believe this to be true. 
The guard likewise thought that this report was merely Chinese 
propaganda. Most of our companions were greatly cheered and 
muttered among themselves that such tales as these were not 
to be taken too seriously. 

All the party felt relief at not being in immediate danger. We 
stayed the night in a house in the village and Kino Tulku's 
monks returned to their monastery. The next day getting up 
very early before sunrise, we started off to cross a high 
mountain range by a very steep zigzag track; our animals had 
to stop frequently to regain their breath; we met some of the 
Resistance soldiers coming down it. At the top we saw stone 
defense works which had been built on both sides of the road. 
Some of the soldiers came from the Lhathok district and among 



them was a doctor who knew me. He told me that he had left 
his home as a pilgrim and had joined the Resistance army in 
Lhasa before the crisis. All the soldiers were tall, well-set-up 
men and looked very warlike; most of them carried rifles but a 
few only possessed old-fashioned muskets. The young soldiers 
seemed enthusiastic and proud to wear their military medals 
hung on yellow ribbons, inscribed with the words National 
Resistance Volunteers; they were all singing songs and looked 
very cheerful. My personal attendant Karma Ngodrup, who had 
a simple optimistic nature, was much impressed with them; he 
said he felt sure that the Tibetans would get the better of the 
Chinese for, according to the law of karma, we who had never 
molested other countries must now surely deserve the victory. 

On the farther side of the mountain we stopped and spent the 
night in tents, and the following day we reached Lhodzong, 
where we met a man from Kino who was partly in charge of the 
Resistance troops. He told me his story, how he had met the 
commander Andrup Gonpo Tashi, who had impressed him as 
being a man of outstanding character; he thought that with 
such a leader directing their forces, the Resistance must be 
successful. My informant had been a senior official with the 
Riwoche administration and had been held in the greatest 
respect by everyone in the area. Kino Tulku wished us to 
consult him about our escape plans but, when we did so, he 
was unable to give us any useful advice; and in fact, he only 
expressed the opinion that it was unnecessary for us to leave 
the country. 

Reaching Shi-tram Monastery, we found the monks there 
quite calm and engaged on their ordinary routine, but beyond 
that point we began to meet with difficulties. On the main road 
to Lhasa there were so many Resistance soldiers going in both 
directions, that very little grazing was available, added to 
which we found all provisions very expensive. We decided 
therefore to bypass the main road and follow a more round¬ 
about track which brought us near the home of some of Kino 
Tulku's friends with whom we stayed for several days. The 
young abbot of Sephu, who had been one of my pupils at the 



wangkur, came to see us while we were there. He wanted to 
join our party with his mother, his tutor, and several monks. I 
explained to the tutor that this escape was likely to be a 
difficult business; we did not yet know where to go, there was 
so much uncertainty about what had happened at Lhasa itself; 
therefore I advised him to think things over carefully before 
deciding whether to join us or not. Supposing that the monks of 
his monastery wished to come with him, this would make 
further difficulties and would endanger the whole party. When 
ten of us left Drolma Lhakhang it had been unanimously agreed 
that the party should be kept small; but already we had been 
joined by other people together with their baggage. The next 
morning the tutor came back to tell us that his abbot, who was 
in a great state of excitement, was determined to come with us. 
He had sent a message to his monks telling them that he had 
decided to escape but that, since I had insisted that it would be 
impossible to travel in a large group, they must understand 
that they could not come with him. When the young abbot 
joined us he brought about twenty more mules to add to our 
transport. After several more days on the road we came across 
Ugyen Tendzin, a young monk going on pilgrimage to Lhasa. 
He also asked to join us, and Kino Tulku told him that he could 
put his baggage on one of his own mules. We found him most 
helpful with loading and unloading the animals, and afterward, 
at critical moments of the journey, he proved an invaluable 
member of our party, full of resource and courage. 




FOURTEEN 

It Must Be India 


T hese early weeks were really enjoyable; it was spring and 
the flowers were beginning to bloom in the good weather. 
We were all feeling much more cheerful and looking forward to 
visiting Lhasa; we talked of the time when the Resistance army 
would defeat the Chinese. The one thing that puzzled us was 
that we never met anyone on the road returning from Lhasa, all 
travelers were going toward it. When we made enquiries in 
villages we passed on the way some told us that the Resistance 
was in command at Lhasa, though most people agreed that the 
Dalai Lama had gone to India for safety, but they thought he 
would soon return. We were still wearing civilian clothes, and 
no one knew who we were. Some of the villagers took us for 
Resistance officials. 

Now that we were no longer on the main road the way 
became more mountainous; however, we were not the only 
party to choose this less direct route, other groups of refugees 
from East Tibet were also traveling by the same way. Among 
them there were some people who had escaped from 
Nangchen, including the secretary of Ramjor Monastery in 
company with a few monks and eight or nine village families. 
The secretary asked us if we knew what had happened to 
Trungpa Tulku and said how sad it was that none of the lamas 
from the Surmang district had been able to get away: When he 
was told that I was Trungpa, he was overwhelmed. He gave us 
details of what had occurred at his own monastery, telling how 
the Communists had invaded it when the monks were holding a 
special service in the assembly hall. They had closed the 
entrance and had immediately shot a few monks, after which 
they arrested the others accusing them of hiding arms. The 



abbot came forward and tried to explain that he had always 
done his best to preach nonviolence to his followers, but even 
while he was insisting that there were no arms in the 
monastery he was shot in the forehead by the officer in 
command. The monks, including the secretary, were forced to 
bring down their library to be destroyed, being also made to 
hammer to pieces the images with their own hands. Many 
people in the surrounding villages were also arrested and taken 
to Nangchen with the monk prisoners. However, an order came 
from the Communist headquarters that most of the troops were 
to proceed elsewhere, so that only a few soldiers were left to 
guard the prisoners some of whom were able to escape, the 
secretary being among them. He added that any villagers who 
had been left in their homes were now also trying to escape. 

As we were going over another pass we met Tulku Chi-me of 
Benchen Monastery whom I already knew; we were thankful to 
find him alive. I asked him if he had any news of the supreme 
abbot of Benchen, Sanggye Nyenpa Rinpoche, Dilgo Khyentse's 
brother, who had looked after the young tulkus on their return 
from meeting the Dalai Lama at Derge Gonchen. He had heard 
nothing about him, except that he had left their monastery the 
year before and had reached Central Tibet, where he was 
staying with Gyalwa Karmapa. Benchen Monastery, which was 
near Jyekundo, had been attacked and all its treasures had 
been looted by the Communists; and since it was so near the 
airport half the building had been used to house members of 
the Chinese staff, while the assembly hall had been turned into 
a storehouse. The monks had scattered in all directions; he 
himself had gone to his family in the Nangchen area and they 
had all escaped together; most of them were now living in a 
large refugee camp. Such stories made my monks realize that 
we had no alternative but to escape. 

By May 21 we reached a place near Pembar Monastery. Here 
it was necessary to get into contact with Pu Diindul, the 
commander in the Resistance who was in charge of all that 
area. Kino Tulku said he would go to this officer since he was 
personally known to him, with Yonten to accompany him. Pu 



Dimdiil gave them a passport for our party. He said that 
although no definite news had been received from Central 
Tibet, he was confident that the Resistance army was doing 
well and he was shortly expecting Andrup Gonpo Tashi to 
arrive with his troops. When he discovered that the young 
abbot of Sephu was with us, he said that no one from his 
district could be allowed to leave; everyone must remain in the 
area to fight. The following day the abbot's tutor went to see 
him and begged him to allow the boy to escape, but he would 
not hear of it, so we had to leave the unfortunate young abbot 
and his companions behind. 



Dorje Tsering, district official. 





The king ofDerge's cabinet. 






Yaks loaded with barley and firewood. 
PHOTO: PAUL POPPER, LTD. 


It was now necessary for us to regain the high road, as there 
was no other pass across the mountains, and we arrived at a 
place called Ugyen Tamda. There was a small temple in this 
village which was famous because it held an image of Ugyen 
Rinpoche otherwise known as Guru Padmasambhava, the 




apostle of Tibet; we held a special service there as it was the 
tenth day of the month according to the Tibetan calendar, 
which is the particular day for these devotions. We were also 
shown Tsongpon Norbu Sangpo's saddle and a Tibetan version 
of the Chinese Book of Changes (J Ching ) which had belonged 
to him. He was a merchant who lived in the seventh century 
and his name was still honored, for he was a very spiritual man, 
besides having compiled the first written record of Tibet's 
trade with other countries. 

Ahead of us lay the very high pass of Sharkong La; it was 
extremely steep and the weather was very stormy, so when we 
had got about halfway up we camped for the night. Several 
Resistance soldiers who were guarding the pass came down to 
us to beg for food and transport. We gave them some food but 
said we had no animals to spare. They seemed to be very keen 
on guarding the pass and were strong young men, but only 
equipped with old-fashioned muskets. 

The next morning we returned to the climb; the weather was 
still bad, with a strong wind blowing in our faces which made 
progress difficult. The baggage kept falling off the mules and 
we all had to help in getting the loads settled again and this 
caused delays. Three young men came down from the pass 
whom we discovered to be deserters from the Resistance army 
on their way home. They said that the Chinese were very 
strong in Central Tibet and Lhasa itself might be under their 
control, but they had no firsthand information. They could tell 
us little about conditions on our route, for they had traveled 
mostly by night, following mountain tracks. As there were only 
three of them, they had managed to escape detection; they said 
they thought that concealment would be more difficult for a 
large party like ours. 

When we reached the top of the pass I, Kino Tulku, and 
Akong Tulku dismounted to give the traditional traveler's shout 
of victory, after which we duly added a flag to the cairn. 
Meanwhile, the rest of the party had gone ahead. The track on 
the further slope was very steep and covered with fine slate 
dust which made it extremely slippery, so we dismounted and 



this greatly delayed our reaching the next camp. When we got 
there tea was ready and our tents were pitched; it was pleasant 
to chat over a warming cup of tea. Some of our party thought 
that since the three soldiers had deserted, they might be 
feeling a little guilty and thus have been led to exaggerate 
about the hopelessness of the situation. They had been so 
vague about everything, it appeared that they really knew very 
little. We came to no decision about our plans, but felt a little 
uneasy because of the fact that no one was traveling toward 
Lhasa on this main road. 

It began to rain heavily, so we decided to remain encamped 
during the next day; early in the morning, while we were sitting 
in camp, some men on horseback were seen coming toward us. 
They were wearing dark clothes and some of them were 
carrying rifles. Great was our surprise when they turned out to 
be Yak Tulku with his devotee Dorje Tsering, the head of the 
district around Yak, whose wife, brother, and two attendants 
had also accompanied him. As we drank tea Yak Tulku told us 
that his baggage was following on some sixty mules; he and his 
party had hastened on ahead to ask us to wait for it to arrive. 
He gave us the serious news that Pasho had been completely 
overrun and that conditions at Chamdo were extremely bad. He 
said that nothing had happened as yet at either Drolma 
Lhakhang or Yak. There was a strong Resistance force in the 
Trayap district who had cut the road when the Communists 
were taking lorries full of loot from Pasho to Chamdo and thus 
they had succeeded in recovering much of the stuff. 

I was delighted to see Yak Tulku again, but realized that his 
arrival could only mean further difficulties for us all since he 
had not followed my request to travel lightly; to add to my 
anxiety, he told me that yet another party was on its way with 
more baggage loaded on yaks which go very slowly. The exit 
from Yak had been so public that all the villagers around that 
place and Drolma Lhakhang had begun to panic. They thought 
that if all their spiritual directors were leaving there was 
nothing left for them but to follow; a large party had started 
and was now also on its way. Yak Tulku sent a message to tell 



those of his monks who were in charge of the baggage mules 
where they could find us and again he asked me to wait for 
their arrival. This obliged us to stay in the same camp for 
several days, during which time some of the local villagers 
came to see us thinking that we were Resistance troops. They 
brought food as an offering to the soldiers and were surprised 
when we offered to pay for it. Knowing the surrounding 
country they were able to tell us where we could find grazing 
for our many animals. 

When Yak Tulku's mules arrived we decided to stay where we 
were for another day or two to concert our plans. Looking at 
the camp, it appeared enormous and I wondered how we would 
ever manage to escape with so many men and animals. We had 
to push on, and on our way down all we could see were endless 
ranges of mountains stretching out before us. After a couple of 
days we came to a place called Langtso Kha where we camped 
by a small lake surrounded by rocky hills. We were told that 
Resistance troops from Central Tibet had already arrived at a 
nearby village, which meant additional complications for us, for 
at this point the valley entered a steep gorge where 
perpendicular rocks in places went right down to the river, so 
that the track could not be carried further on the same side of 
the water and travelers had to get across to the opposite side. 
For this primitive bridges had been built. Even then, there 
were parts of the gorge which were so steep that no path could 
run alongside the river; in these places the pathway had been 
taken over the rocks and, wherever it was blocked by 
impassable rock faces, platforms made of planks had been built 
around the obstacle, these being supported on posts fixed into 
the cliff below. We were not sure if these would be strong 
enough for heavy loads such as ours and the road all along was 
so narrow that it was evident that, if we happened to meet 
Resistance troops coming from the opposite direction, neither 
party would be able to pass. However, we could not stay by the 
lake because of the difficulty of finding grazing for our many 
animals, for what little there was was needed for the 
Resistance army. 



We sent some messengers ahead to enquire if further troops 
were to be expected; they were told that at the moment there 
was a lull, but more men were expected shortly, and some 
important leaders had already arrived. Yonten and Dorje 
Tsering went down to the village to buy supplies and to see the 
officer in command. He told them that fighting was going on in 
several places, but did not mention Lhasa. He also said that he 
was expecting more troops at any moment. He had found the 
bridges across the river and the platforms on the road were in 
very bad condition and was arranging for their repair. There 
was nothing for us to do except to wait where we were. 
Meanwhile the weather had improved; I had my books with me 
so I started a study group. Having finished the book on 
meditation, I began to work on an allegory about the kingdom 
of Shambhala and its ruler who will liberate mankind at the 
end of the dark age. 



Bridge over the Alado Gorge. 

Akong Tulku with his young brother and myself used to go for 
delightful climbs on the surrounding mountains which were 
covered with flowers. The local landowner proved very friendly; 
he frequently invited the senior members of our party to meals 
and allowed us to graze our animals on his land; also peasants 
came to see us and sold us some food. One day Karma Tendzin 



came through with his detachment; they were returning from 
Lhasa after its fall to the Chinese. We had known for a long 
time that he had left his home to join the Resistance. Numbers 
of refugees were coming back along the road together with the 
soldiers, and we realized that it would be impossible for us to 
travel against the traffic. Some of the refugees came and 
camped near us by the lake. They told us all sorts of rumors; 
some said that the Dalai Lama had come back, others, that the 
Chinese troops were advancing toward our area. With such 
crowds of people escaping, there was a growing shortage of 
food and grazing, and our friend the landowner and the 
neighboring villagers were getting very anxious about it. In 
comparison with these hordes our party seemed quite small. 
We knew, however, that we must make plans to move 
elsewhere, and learned that if we retraced our steps we could 
follow another valley going northwestward. So we thanked the 
landowner for all his kindness and broke camp. 

It was now early June. We traveled for about a week; each 
day we had to cross a high pass. One day, we passed a man 
who came from Lhathok, he told us that he had escaped with 
some nine families, with one Repon as leader. They had 
brought all their possessions and animals with them and had 
established themselves in a small valley nearby, where the 
country was very open with good grazing. The following day 
they all came to see us bringing barrels of curd, cheeses, and 
fresh milk which we much appreciated, for on our travels we 
had had all too few milk products. They suggested that they 
might follow us, but when they realized that we ourselves did 
not know where we were going, they thought that they also 
should make no plans for the time being. I gave them my 
blessing and we moved on. The next day we came to Khamdo 
Kartop's camp; he had been one of the king of Derge's 
ministers, and was a follower of Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen; he 
had some forty families with him. He told us how his party had 
fought their way westward in spite of having women and 
children with them. Their young men were strong and 
experienced; they had been successful at Kongpo and had 



captured some of the Communists' ammunition. Now they were 
in the same position as ourselves, not knowing where to make 
for. Khamdo Kartop had the same views as myself, he did not 
want to be responsible for looking after other refugee parties. 
He knew that there was no chance of going toward Lhasa since 
the main road was strictly guarded and said he thought that 
the Resistance army still had their headquarters at Lho Kha; 
they had fought with great bravery in Central Tibet, but had 
too few men and very little ammunition. He had heard that 
Andrup Gonpo Tashi had gone to India and, like myself, he was 
sure that we must all try to get there. In any case we could not 
stay where we were, on the border of the territory controlled 
by the Resistance. 

I returned to our camp to hear the news that Lama Ugyen 
Rinpoche was leading a party of refugees from the east in the 
hopes of reaching India. He was going south by a holy 
mountain which was a place of pilgrimage. Kino Tulku knew all 
about the country there and thought that it might be a good 
plan to go toward India by the Powo Valley. We held a meeting 
in the camp to discuss the situation. Some thought that we 
should join up with Khando Kartop's party, but none of us were 
in favor of fighting, so this did not seem to be a very sensible 
move. Others suggested that we should follow Lama Ugyen. 
However, our party for the most part wanted to keep separate, 
for if we joined with other groups our numbers would become 
dangerously large. Since we knew that we could not stay where 
we were, I decided that we must continue southward at least 
for a few months, and by that time we would know more about 
the state of affairs in Tibet; refugees were coming in from all 
directions and we would soon learn what was happening 
everywhere. I sent Dorje Tsering to inform Khando Kartop of 
our plans. I said that in the future we might wish to cooperate, 
but for the present I had decided to act on my own. 

A further three monks had joined our party; they had no 
transport and Yak Tulku took them on to help him. Before we 
left, Repon, who was directing the refugee encampment, sent 
his son to have a further talk with me. His group thought that 



they should sell some of their things to buy horses and then 
join my party He wanted to know what we had decided to do 
and if I would allow them to come with us. I told him that we 
were still uncertain about everything and that each day things 
were becoming more complicated. He replied that even so they 
all intended to follow us. I advised him not to part with his 
animals, or to follow us too soon, because all the routes were 
overcrowded with refugees and we might not be able to get 
through. However, they went on getting rid of their 
possessions. 

Some soldiers came along who had escaped from Norbu 
Lingka, the Dalai Lama's summer residence outside Lhasa; 
they gave us a graphic account of what had happened there. 
They had witnessed the Chinese shelling the building and seen 
some of their fellow soldiers killed. No one knew whether the 
Dalai Lama was still within the walls; there was, however, a 
suspicion that he had escaped. They had also seen the Potala 
being shelled; the bombardment had begun at a signal from a 
Communist gun. After the attacks on the Norbu Lingka and the 
Potala there was no possibility of further fighting, for the 
Chinese had taken up positions in big houses in the town and 
were firing from them. It was obvious that all this had been 
prepared for some months previously. These men had escaped, 
but a number of Resistance soldiers would not leave the place 
and they had all been massacred. 

Another man told me how he had left Jyekundo with a large 
group of refugees. They had reached a place halfway to Lhasa 
in the flat country round Changthang when they were sighted 
by Chinese airplanes and Communist patrols attacked them 
from all directions. The fighting was severe; among others the 
abbot of Jyekundo Monastery was shot and all the wounded 
were left to die, while the survivors from the battle starved to 
death as the Communists had taken all their food and 
possessions. The refugees had, however, actually succeeded in 
shooting down one of the enemy planes. There were many 
different groups of refugees all around that area, and the 
Chinese were everywhere. My informant's particular camp had 



been attacked seventeen times. On one occasion, when the 
group was trying to go forward and most of the men had gone 
ahead to secure a passage through the surrounding Communist 
troops leaving the women and children in the camp to follow 
after them, a husband and his wife had put their three young 
sons, aged between eleven and eight, on their horses, and 
while they themselves were saddling their own animals the 
boys' horses took fright and bolted. The parents took it for 
granted that the horses were following others leaving the 
camp, so went on themselves to the agreed camping ground; 
however, on reaching it there was no sign of the children and 
the mother in despair jumped into the river. 

The man who spoke to me had witnessed the whole tragedy 
and went on to tell me how several days later when he was 
scouting round he had discovered the three boys sheltering 
from the rain, under a rock; two of their horses were nearby, 
the third was dead and the children were starving. The eldest 
boy had tried to cut out some of the dead horse's flesh, but his 
small knife had been useless for the task. The children asked 
him where their mother was. Since another attack from the 
enemy was expected at any moment, the man could not take 
the children with him; however, he managed to arrange with 
some nearby herdsmen to look after them. He had later met 
their father in Lhasa and told him how he had found the boys. 

One important piece of news reached us about that time: We 
were told that Gyalwa Karmapa had left his monastery some 
weeks before the fall of Lhasa, with Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche 
and his brother and the newly found incarnation of Jamgon 
Kongtriil of Palpung, who was still an infant, also the young Tai 
Situ abbot of Palpung; many abbots and lamas had traveled 
with them. They had gone through Bhutan to India and had 
been able to take some of their possessions with them. This 
news left my monks in no further doubt that we too must face 
the hardships of escape. They could not, however, understand 
why, if Gyalwa Karmapa had arranged to escape himself, he 
had given no indication of his plans when I wrote to him from 
Drolma Lhakhang. I explained to them that none of us could 



advise others in such a situation; I was in the same difficulty 
myself when asked for my advice, since I did not even know 
where our own party could find refuge. 

Some of the troops who were passing through told us 
enthralling stories; the Resistance soldiers who had fought at 
Kongpo had been very brave, but they had been forced to 
retreat, for they could do nothing against the superior arms of 
the Chinese; their spirit was still unbroken and they were ready 
to carry on the fight at any time. 

We now made our way across a range of mountains in a 
southwesterly direction and after negotiating the high pass of 
Nupkong La we reached the China-to-Lhasa main road in front 
of the bridge at the western end of the dangerous passage 
through the gorge which we had not dared to attempt before. 
There were many refugees going the same way. We camped in 
a small field from where we could see the road. I was 
apprehensive and scanned it carefully through field glasses: It 
certainly looked impossible; however, when I saw a man with 
some baggage mules going across it, I thought it might be 
feasible. We asked some villagers for their help with our 
animals and started off at daybreak the following morning. 
Fortunately no one was coming from the opposite direction. We 
found that as long as the animals were left to themselves they 
were all right; we were able to reach the last bridge safely 
about noon and stopped at the first small camping ground 
beyond it, for with so many refugees on the way, we thought we 
might have difficulty in finding another suitable place. 

Nearby, we met a number of monks from Kamtriil Rinpoche's 
monastery of Khampa Gar, among them the same Genchung 
Lama who had served as chopon (director of rites) for the 
wangkur at Yak; with him he had his sister who was a nun, and 
there were also a number of villagers in his party. The monks 
gave me a distressing account of how their monastery had been 
invaded by the Communists. They had all been imprisoned and 
the senior lamas shot one after another. Only a very few monks 
had escaped from the monastery itself, the party on the road 
having mostly come from the retreat center; it was sad to see 



how, after so many peaceful years of monastic life, they now 
found themselves in this tragic position. They were, however, 
enormously thankful that their abbot had been able to escape 
to India. I was a little afraid that they would want to join us, for 
our party was already far too numerous; before they could 
suggest anything, I hinted that we had no set plans ourselves; I 
said we had already been forced to change plans suddenly 
several times. However, they decided to try to get to India from 
the west side of the gorge. Only the chopon and his sister 
asked to come with us; they each had a horse and some mules 
for their baggage. 



FIFTEEN 


Refugees on the Move 


W e traveled eastward along the main road to Alado where 
there is a junction of two rivers; we followed the 
southern one for a few miles and turned into a valley on its 
west side. It was much warmer here; the country was green 
and covered with trees of the holly family as well as bamboos. 
This valley was thronged with refugees going the same way; 
when we asked them where they were going to, they said that 
they were just following the people in front of them. With all 
these animals on the road there was less and less grazing 
available; we passed the carcasses of many beasts which had 
died on the road and they made the air putrid. When we 
camped it was difficult to find a clean spot; all possible sites 
were so crowded that there was hardly enough space to stretch 
the tent ropes. Many of the refugees wanted to consult me; 
they thought that a party like ours must have a plan. The only 
answer I could give them was that I had no clearer ideas than 
themselves; we were simply all going in the same direction. 
The lamas among the crowds continued to carry on their 
devotions, and the valley echoed with the sounds of their 
chanting, their drums, and other musical instruments. The 
people were wonderfully cheerful, they laughed and joked and 
sang among themselves. We went on like this for several days. 
The queen of Nangchen and some of her ministers were in a 
large group among the refugees; she was still cheerful and 
welcomed me warmly as we exchanged white scarves. She was 
a little disturbed about the direction that we were all following 
and had sent several messengers to different places to make 
enquiries about alternative routes; none of them had returned. 
A steep and very high pass lay in front of us which was still 



under snow. It was a strange sight to watch this dark stream of 
people looking like a black ribbon stretched over the white 
landscape of the pass. I walked beside the queen and was 
surprised to see how tough she was; she preferred to go on foot 
through the snow rather than to ride. After crossing the pass 
we went down to a series of valleys; there was more room here 
for camping and we were no longer distressed by the proximity 
of dead animals. We followed the valleys circling between the 
hills; the queen decided to stay with her party in one of the 
smaller ones, but all the rest of us went on. When we thought 
that we had crossed the last pass on our route we discovered 
on the following day that there was an even steeper one rising 
ahead of us. The road leading up to it was so dangerous that 
one of our horses with its load fell over the precipice and we 
were not able to recover anything. At the top we found there 
was a broad plateau where we could all camp. Karma Tendzin 
was already there; he was recruiting all the able-bodied men 
among the refugees for the Resistance army. Lama Ugyen 
Rinpoche was also camping there with a party of monks; I had 
not met him before although I had heard a great deal about 
him, for he was a disciple of my predecessor and also a great 
friend of Gyalwa Karmapa who used often to consult him on 
specially perplexing questions. He was an old man and 
considered it his duty to give advice to a young person like 
myself. He told me not to go to India but to stay where I was; 
he thought it strange that I had such a large following. I had to 
explain to him who everybody was and how some of us had met 
at the wangkur which I had given at Yak. I said that we all had 
made up our minds to try to get to India; he was very firm that 
I should not go with the others, though my friends could do as 
they liked, and added that this was a request as well as an 
order. I asked him various questions about Gyalwa Karmapa 
and my other friends in Central Tibet. He himself could easily 
have gone with them, but he had not wished to do so. I wanted 
to know if he thought that it would ever be necessary for him to 
escape to India and he replied that he thought the time might 
come, though he was quite sure that this should not be 



attempted at present, for there was certain to be a lull before 
such a step would become imperative. He added, "This plateau 
and all the valleys below it are holy places of pilgrimage. We 
should all join together here in meditation to gain spiritual 
strength so that we may carry on with our normal duties." 

Karma Tendzin, the guerilla captain, had his son with him on 
the plateau; he was not thinking of going to India at that time, 
being entirely intent upon the work of the Resistance. He could 
give me no suggestions about what route we should follow or 
even about the advisability of our attempting to escape or not. 
On the plateau there was an acute shortage of food, grazing, 
and space. I pointed out to him that he was the only person 
who could deal with the situation and direct these vast crowds 
to spread themselves in different parts of the country. It was 
impossible for the local inhabitants round here to provide 
necessities for so many people. He agreed that this should be 
done; however, he felt that he must first get the able-bodied 
refugees and the local men to join the Resistance forces. I told 
him how Pu Diindul was organizing local groups and not 
allowing anyone who could fight to leave his district. 
Throughout our travels we had found that in all the villages the 
men were eager to join in the fighting against the Communists. 

A further influx of refugees arrived on the plateau. They had 
traveled quickly, having little baggage, and had passed a large 
party coming from Drolma Lhakhang and Yak traveling in a 
group with Jigme Rinpoche and my bursar who were bringing 
the heavy baggage loaded on yaks. This group had crossed the 
Shabye Bridge and had arrived at Lhodzong where they were 
stopping since they were now uncertain whether or not to 
continue their journey in view of the fact that the situation 
around Drolma Lhakhang and Yak seemed to have quieted 
down. At the same time a messenger came from Kino Tulku's 
monastery to tell him that all was quiet there. My own party 
had again been growing restless, feeling that perhaps our flight 
into the unknown had been unnecessary. This led to a long 
discussion, since it seemed as if Lama Ugyen's advice might 
after all be right, in which case should we not delay trying to 



go to India and wait for a lull in the hostilities? In the 
meantime, I made enquiries from the local people about the 
country around and about what mountain tracks we would have 
to follow if we decided to continue on our way to India. They all 
told me that it would be impossible to travel by the valleys or to 
cross the mountain ranges at this time of year, for all the rivers 
would be in spate; which meant in effect that we would have to 
remain where we were. I myself was quite determined that as 
soon as it was possible we should carry out our plan to escape. 
I felt I must inform the party at Lhodzong of what we intended 
doing; Akong Tulku's elder brother and one of Kino Tulku's 
monks volunteered to take the message. In my letter I said that 
in any case we intended to make for India; there was no 
question of turning back. Lama Ugyen, however, took it for 
granted that we were following his advice and not immediately 
leaving the plateau, so he urged us to make a pilgrimage to the 
holy places in the nearby valley and even named a date for us 
to go there. We were a little doubtful whether it would be 
possible to cross the high mountain pass which lay in the way 
and I thought the wisest plan would be for only three of us, 
namely myself, Akong Tulku, and one monk, to make the 
attempt under Lama Ugyen's leadership. When we joined him 
he asked where were the rest of our party, for he had been very 
excited at the prospect of conducting our whole group, animals 
included. I explained to him that the others had not come 
because we thought there might be difficulties in crossing the 
pass. Actually when our small party reached it the snow was so 
deep that we found it impossible to get through. 

Most of the refugees had by now gone on to the Nyewo 
Valley, so the plateau was no longer so crowded. We decided to 
move to its farther end to a level spot near a lake. Yonten went 
to Nyewo to get provisions, but found a scarcity there and this 
made us realize that we must eke out our provisions and rely 
for the most part on tsampa and wild vegetables. Karma 
Tendzin was also staying at this end of the plateau; he had a 
battery radio with him and we used to listen in to the news 
both from Peking and Delhi broadcast in Tibetan. The Peking 



program was full of propaganda saying how wicked the 
uprising had been, when the Chinese had only come to Tibet to 
liberate its people; however, they had now settled all the 
disturbances and there were very few Resistance troops left in 
Tibet. The broadcast from Delhi said that the Dalai Lama was 
already in Mussoorie. 

It was a surprise one day when Repon's son suddenly 
appeared at our camp. His father had sent him on ahead to tell 
me that they had sold most of their possessions and animals 
and had bought extra arms and ammunition from fellow 
refugees. They had got past the gorge with its difficult piece of 
road, had crossed the bridge, and were now on the track 
leading southward where they were waiting until the son could 
scout out the route ahead and see what camping grounds and 
grazing were available. I told him all I knew and he went back. 

A number of senior lamas had now also arrived on the 
plateau, having traveled with various groups of refugees. Lama 
Ugyen thought it would be a good plan if they, together with 
our party, were to cross the holy mountain to a small valley 
beyond it, which was in the heart of the pilgrimage country. 
The local people had suggested to him that the pass could be 
crossed if they sent unloaded yaks first to tread down the snow, 
and they had offered to help him in this way. On studying this 
plan, however, I saw that the valley in question was extremely 
small; there would be no room for such a large party and the 
conditions would be so crowded that we should fare even worse 
than before. I did not want to offend Lama Ugyen so I told him 
that if the yaks cleared the way, there was no need for us all to 
go together, my party could follow later. I would let him know if 
we decided to go first to Nyewo Valley. His party made three 
attempts with yaks, and the third time they were able to cross 
the pass. I would certainly have liked to have gone on 
pilgrimage to these holy places and also to have further talks 
with Lama Ugyen, but there was no further opportunity to do 
so. We heard later that when his party reached the valley they 
found it was so narrow that there was not enough room for 
them; moreover it was a highly dangerous place where rock 



falls were frequent and in fact some of their horses were killed 
by falling stones. Meanwhile Yonten sent some food to us from 
Nyewo, but stayed on there himself hoping to buy further 
supplies. 

After the talks I had had with Lama Ugyen, I realized how 
important it was for me to go into retreat for a short time to 
renew my strength. In any case I thought that we should move 
nearer to Nyewo and hoped I might find a suitable place for a 
retreat while on the way there. Climbing down from the 
plateau we crossed the river below it. We now had to go up a 
steep zigzag track which led across a pass in a high mountain 
range. It was dangerously slippery for here all the ground was 
covered with a white slimy mud with no vegetation. Had an 
animal slipped, it would have crashed down on the people 
behind. The top of the pass was like a knife edge; however, it 
was easier going down on the other side, where there were 
trees and undergrowth. We came to a nice little open valley 
which seemed a good place for a camp; a few refugees were 
already there at the farther end. In this quiet spot I was even 
able to go on with my writing; however, the peace did not last 
for long, for all Repon's party soon arrived on the scene. They 
were very considerate and put up their camp about a mile away 
from ours. A few refugees were passing through who told me 
that Bursar Tsethar's party were close behind on their way to 
join us. Akong Tulku and I walked round the surrounding 
country until we found a suitable place where one could go into 
retreat; it was less than a mile from our camp in a wooded 
spot. It was agreed that visitors could come for an hour in the 
morning and for a couple of hours in the afternoon if they 
would bring me some food; I could make my own fires. I took 
with me my tent, a small shrine, and some books. Here it was 
possible to relax after so much turmoil, thus gaining spiritual 
strength in order to face whatever lay ahead. 

The first few days I heard some strange animal noises round 
the tent at night and felt a little uneasy; however, I soon found 
that these visitors were not dangerous. This part of the country 
was very different to my part of Tibet; it was warmer and there 



was a much greater variety of trees and plants and many more 
animals and birds. The moonlight shone through the trees 
forming a shadow like lacework on the tent. 

One morning. Karma Ngodrup came to see me; he was 
breathless with excitement telling me that large brown bears 
had come in the night and had attacked our horses and mules. 
They had killed one horse and mauled several others; they 
were returning every night. Several days after this he found a 
bear's footprints just outside my tent; others of our party also 
came to implore me to leave my retreat but I had no fear 
myself and stayed on where I was. One is ever in the grip of the 
law of karma, so it is senseless to worry overmuch. 

Some days later we received an alarming message from 
Yonten stating that the Communists were coming through the 
Nyewo Valley; the refugees were all in a panic trying to find 
hiding places. I still thought we might stay where we were for a 
further day, since if the Communists should come there was 
nothing we could do anyway. The following day another 
messenger arrived to say that it was a false alarm; some 
Resistance soldiers had been mistaken for Communist troops. 

We already knew that after his mother had been sent to 
China by the Communists the young king of Derge had 
organized a Resistance force in East Tibet which had been 
joined by other local leaders. We now heard that he had been 
forced to escape accompanied by a number of his ministers 
with hundreds of refugees following, and they were now close 
to Lhodzong. They had fought their way from Derge and had 
been fortunate in suffering few casualties and little loss of 
baggage. The party had gained such a reputation for bravery 
that the mere fact of their being in the same neighborhood 
gave other refugees renewed hope. However, conditions in all 
the area around Lhodzong were daily becoming more and more 
trying; refugees were crowding into every valley and the 
shortage of food and grazing was acute. 




Kongbo peasants threshing barley. 







The main Brahmaputra Valley. 


Nyewo was also becoming disastrously congested; in its 
vicinity there were few places left where other refugees could 
shelter, and since all the rivers were in spate at this time of 
year it was almost impossible to get across them to look for 
empty camping sites. 

Though the Chinese already had possession of most of the 
country the Resistance forces still held the high pass at the 
end of the Nyewo Valley; in order to get supplies they 
continually raided the Communist troops on the other side, in 
which operation they had been very successful. I was extremely 
uneasy, however, for if the Communists managed to take the 
pass they would inevitably attack us. At one moment rumors 
came through that they were actually approaching but 
fortunately there was no foundation to these reports, for after 
some severe fighting they failed to get through. I knew, 
however, that sooner or later we would have to guit this valley, 
though no one could offer any suggestion where our party 
should make for; the final decision would have to come from 
me. I felt that as soon as I returned to the camp I would be 
caught up again in a ferment of agitation, and I still needed to 
be quiet in order to concentrate on the problem of how we 
could proceed. I therefore decided to stay in my retreat for a 



further two weeks, which I spent in intensive meditation. One 
night I had a vivid dream that I was leading a party of pilgrims 
to a holy place. Communist soldiers were on guard beside the 
road, but they appeared not to see us. We came to a river, the 
waters of which were tinged with blood. I had just crossed it by 
a bridge of logs when I heard a voice behind me saying, "Some 
of the pilgrims have fallen into the stream." I had not seen this 
myself, for I was resting on the farther bank. This dream made 
a great impression on me. 

Bears had again attacked our animals; the messenger who 
came to tell me about this was followed by a second monk with 
the news that my bursar had arrived at the camp ahead of the 
baggage party in the hopes of discussing things with me. He 
was in a complaining mood, grumbling that nothing was being 
properly organized; it shocked him to think that we could ever 
have allowed bears to get at our animals. He considered the 
place we had chosen for our camp to be completely unsuitable 
and said that we must go back to the baggage camp which was 
on the farther side of the high pass; he felt quite sure that 
there was no immediate danger from the Communists. I asked 
about the conditions in his camp and soon discovered that they 
were just as bad as in ours; the place was very overcrowded 
and no one knew where to go next. They had lost many of their 
animals through lack of grazing, besides being short of food 
themselves. In spite of these difficulties, Tsethar was 
determined that we should retrace our steps and join them and 
he told Yak Tulku and Kino Tulku that this must be done. When 
they hesitated, he said that they could do as they liked, but that 
his own abbot must definitely go back. We argued about it for 
three days, till I finally decided to reject all his proposals and 
informed my party that I thought our best plan would be to go 
forward to Nyewo, as many of the refugees who had preceded 
us there had by now dispersed in various directions. Yonten 
was having difficulty in sending food supplies over to our valley 
and if we went to Nyewo food would be nearer at hand. I told 
Tsethar that it was out of the question for us to go back to his 
camp. I reminded him that I had traveled over a large part of 



the country and had a fairly accurate picture of what was 
happening; I considered that our only hope lay in getting to 
India. He must now take active steps to sell all useless baggage 
and only keep the most portable things. To this he would not 
agree; he said that everyone else had taken all their baggage 
and yaks with them. However, all my younger companions were 
so strongly of my opinion that he finally gave way saying he 
would do his best, and went back to his own camp. 

Akong Tulku's brother now returned, having met the 
baggage party on their way to join us. He was very critical 
about the way we were always changing our minds as to which 
direction to take, whereas Tsethar's party had come straight by 
the main road. He said that since I still appeared to have no 
real plan he must now take Akong Tulku and his young brother 
back to join Tsethar's party; if later on I made a definite 
decision about the route to be followed and Tsethar's group 
agreed, his own group could then rejoin us. The night that he 
was with us the bears came again and mauled his horse, which 
added to his opinion that our camping ground was not well 
chosen. I reminded him that when I planned my escape I had 
written to Akong Tulku stressing that he must decide for 
himself whether he wanted to come with me or not. When he 
replied that he wished to join me, I promised the people at his 
monastery that I would do my best to look after him. Now it 
must again be his own decision and if he wished to join 
Tsethar's group he could do so; but the responsibility of looking 
after him would no longer be mine. Akong Tulku's brother was 
rather overwhelmed by this argument so, after the two of them 
had talked it over, he said he thought that perhaps he should go 
back to the other camp and try to persuade the people there to 
dispose of their extra baggage; but he also told me that in any 
case he would like to rejoin our party before long. 

I now left my retreat and returned to the camp. We held a 
meeting and decided to go on to Nyewo. It was now the first 
week of July. Another very high mountain ridge lay before us; 
going up was not difficult, but the descent on the farther side 
involved us in a drop of some nine thousand feet. We were 



tormented by flies and it was very hot and exhausting, so we 
camped as soon as we reached the bridge below the pass. 
When the villagers learned that I was in the party they 
welcomed us warmly and various families invited me to stay 
with them and perform devotional ceremonies. Yonten had to 
buy supplies without it being known that they were for us, or 
the people would have undercharged. Again many refugees 
came to be blessed and to ask for advice. 

News reached us here that Lama Ugyen was finding it 
difficult to get supplies in his little valley and might possibly 
come to the valley where we were staying, so it was evident 
that I could no longer think of going on a pilgrimage to the 
local holy places. 

There was also some more serious news; the Communists 
were moving toward the borders of all the districts still held by 
Resistance troops. We heard airplanes at night and the local 
people were getting frightened. Since we were all facing the 
same possible danger, there was a great deal of sympathy 
shown and I was able to get much local information about 
possible escape routes. It appeared that if we were able to 
cross the junction of the Alado and Nyewo rivers, there was a 
rough track across the mountains leading to part of the lower 
Kongpo Valley. However the river had been in spate since early 
spring so no one had been able to cross, nor was it known what 
the conditions might be like on the farther side. People told me 
that it would be impossible to build any sort of a bridge with 
the river in its present state and no ferry boat could cross it. 
We thought, however, it might be possible for our horses to 
swim across, but were told that the track beside the river ran 
farther on through a steep gorge and that since a recent 
earthquake this path had been impossible for baggage animals 
because huge rocks had fallen across it. The local villagers 
could not really tell us much about this route, since none of 
them had actually followed it. I wondered if I could possibly do 
it all on foot, always having been accustomed to riding, and 
Kino Tulku and Yak Tulku felt even more apprehensive. 
However they were determined to try. 



News reached us that the Derge Resistance leader Khamdo 
Kartop was thinking of coming in our direction and that the 
queen of Nangchen might also wish to escape by this same 
route; both of them were still fighting their way through. It 
seemed possible that we might have to organize a large joint 
party rather than make the attempt with only our own small 
group. At all events it was essential to keep our plans to 
ourselves, otherwise too many refugees might want to join us, 
thus making the party quite unmanageable. It was all very 
complicated. 

Rumors had it that the Communists had by this time overrun 
the greater part of the country and were massing troops in the 
northeast, while more were coming in from the northwest; they 
were in full force in the Kongpo Valley and in the south. 

Various families had left Jigme Rinpoche's and Tsethar's 
groups to come to Nyewo, and Repon's party also arrived after 
losing many of their yaks. They all wanted to join us. Besides 
these, a party of some eighty people from Dorje Tsering's area, 
led by one Lama Riwa arrived quite unexpectedly and attached 
themselves to us. 

I went down to inspect the river with several men, including 
Ugyen Tendzin who had proved a most knowledgeable and 
competent person. There were no large waves, but the current 
was very strong. Ugyen Tendzin thought it was difficult to cross 
but that it might yet be managed, so we sent a letter to my 
bursar telling him that we intended to attempt the crossing. 

A few days later I was asked to perform a funeral ceremony 
on the other side of the Nyewo River. We had almost finished it 
when news came that the Chinese were in the upper part of the 
Nyewo Valley where the Resistance troops were fighting them. 
As we returned to our camp across the river we found the 
bridge thronged with refugees pouring through it in the 
opposite direction. Friends whom I met on the bridge all told 
me that I should be going the other way, as the south side of 
the water would probably be dangerous. When I got back to 
our camp, I found all our party beside themselves with anxiety. 
Some of them wanted to follow the other refugees to the north 



side of the bridge, and all those who had lately joined our party 
had already gone. My people hardly dared to trust me in case I 
might have some different plan. Karma Tendzin's second-in- 
command was already on our side of the river; all the local 
people were in a state of panic, with the males arming 
themselves with daggers, knives, or axes, in fact with any 
weapons they could lay hands on, for though they had no rifles, 
they intended to resist as best they could. Up till then we had 
not heard any sounds of guns or fighting. I sent a message to 
Karma Tendzin's lieutenant asking for the latest news of what 
had occurred in the Nyewo Valley. He had heard nothing 
definite; as far as he knew no eyewitness had seen any Chinese 
and he himself was waiting for a further message. After waiting 
for a couple of hours, I decided that we must move. I spoke 
again to the locals who were unable to tell me anything fresh. 



The knot of eternity. 


SIXTEEN 


Traveling the Hard Way 


W e were now left with only our own party and there were 
three alternative ways for us to follow. The first was for 
us to try to cross the turbulent Nyewo River in spite of the fact 
that we had very little information about the route and did not 
know whether any Chinese were in these parts. Moreover, 
should we attempt to go this way we would have to leave our 
animals behind and go on foot. Another way would be to go on 
horseback through Kongpo keeping to our side of the Nyewo 
River; this might be very dangerous, for it was more than 
probable that Chinese troops would be in occupation of much 
of that area; besides, there would be an added difficulty in our 
having to cross the very high Lochen Pass. Thirdly we might 
join forces with Kartop and perhaps also with the queen of 
Nangchen in order to break through to the southwest by 
fighting our way. Since a move was necessary, I decided to go 
first to a small valley I knew of, near the point where we would 
attempt to cross the torrent if we decided to do so. It had a 
very narrow entrance which opened onto broader land suitable 
for camping; the grazing was good and there were no villages 
in the valley, nor had any other refugees discovered it. We 
traveled by night, keeping on the alert all the time in case we 
should hear the sound of guns. A man was left in the Nyewo 
Valley to report any further news of the Communists' approach. 
The following day he came to tell us that nothing had happened 
and that the valley was deserted. Headquarters sent me a 
message to say that the Chinese had come from Kongpo 
through Lochen Pass on their way to Nyewo, but the Resistance 
troops had attacked them and captured one of the Chinese 
guns, also rifles and much ammunition. The local people who 



had rushed off with the refugees were now returning to their 
homes. They wanted our party to come back and begged that I 
should stay with them to perform various rites. However, I 
decided to leave the camp where it was and went backward 
and forward myself to perform whatever rites were needed. 

The suddenness of the Communist scare seemed to me to 
have come as a warning that we might expect them in our area 
at any moment. They were definitely intent upon occupying this 
small pocket of country. We heard airplanes at night. I 
consulted all the senior members of our party and it was 
decided that we must move and that the only possible route 
was the one across the difficult river, which definitely meant 
traveling on foot down the gorge. Ugyen Tendzin said that, if I 
was determined to go that way, he would do his best to help in 
the crossing. He had previously suggested that we should 
procure some leather suitable for building coracles; now he 
immediately set to work on having one made. When it was 
ready we took it down to the river to make the experiment. He 
attached the coracle to the shore with a long rope; then got 
into it himself and paddled across; he found it quite easy to 
reach the farther bank. A second coracle was put in hand. I 
sent some of our horses and baggage mules back to Tsethar 
with a message to tell Akong Tulku about our plan, suggesting 
that his party should follow. The rest of the animals and 
baggage I sent to Lama Ugyen, with a letter saying, “The wind 
of karma is blowing in this direction; there is no indication that 
we should do otherwise than attempt this way of escape. 
Events are changing so suddenly, one cannot afford to ignore 
the dangers. I hope you will make up your mind to carry out 
your plans without delay and that they will work out well with 
the blessing of Buddha." 

With all this public activity of building coracles and sending 
the animals away our plans leaked out. Repon's group and the 
refugees under Lama Riwa together with various other small 
parties returned to join us; they camped all around our valley 
which was really too small for them to share. All of them were 
determined to come with us and they expected me to assume 



the leadership of the whole party which now amounted to 170 
people. We still did not know whether the Communists were on 
the other side of the river or not. I resorted to takpa 
(divination); it indicated that no Chinese were there. We 
organized some porters among the local people, so were still 
able to take a part of our possessions to be bartered later for 
necessities. I had about thirty porters to carry my own things 
and altogether one hundred were needed for the whole party. 

We started our expedition with two coracles each holding 
eight people; Ugyen Tendzin had taught a second man to 
paddle, though he did most of the work himself. I had a great 
feeling of happiness that we were starting at last. We had just 
got under way when a messenger arrived from Karma Tendzin 
asking me to join forces with his group, but I replied that his 
offer had come too late, we had already made our plans and 
could not go back on them. The soldier who brought me Karma 
Tendzin's message had been in the fight at Lochen Pass; he 
gave me a vivid description of it all. He was a member of some 
patrols on the mountainside who were hiding behind bushes 
overlooking the pass. They watched the Communists creep 
forward and place their guns in position to attack the front line 
of the Resistance troops, who were still behind their 
entrenchments. The patrols waited until the attack began and 
then closed on the enemy from all sides. The soldier himself 
had jumped on a Chinese soldier just as he was about to fire a 
gun which the Resistance troops succeeded in capturing. 

Many of the lamas and refugees in Nyewo sent kind 
messages when they heard that we were leaving. A man had 
gone ahead of us to the next village to warn the inhabitants of 
our approach, for visitors seldom came to this remote part of 
the country and we thought our large numbers might cause 
alarm. Everyone had to carry some of the baggage; my 
attendant disapproved of my doing this and wanted to add my 
load to his; I had to make it clear to him that each of us must 
do his share; Kino Tulku carried the heaviest load. We felt that 
we must acclimatize ourselves to this difficult way of traveling, 
so we made our first day a short one. The rough track ran 



beside the river which now plunged through a rocky gorge. It 
was obvious that no animal could be brought this way for there 
were a lot of huge rocks on the track with deep crevices 
between them, spanned by fallen pine trees; men could only 
move in single file. At night it was difficult to find enough space 
to lie down and our bedding was of the simplest. The country 
here was much warmer and damper than the parts we had 
come from, with more luxuriant vegetation. The nearer we got 
to the village of Rigong Kha the worse the track became, till we 
were faced with a very high cliff coming right down to the river. 
I was horrified when I looked at a very sketchy zigzag path 
going up this cliff. I had expected a track, but there appeared 
to be nothing more than a broken chain dangling at intervals, 
beside what appeared to be little cracks in the rock. One of the 
porters told me to watch the first of their men going up; he had 
a load on his back and never seemed to hold on to anything, 
but just jumped to the footholds cut in the rock; I thought I 
could never do it. Some of the younger men failed to get 
through unaided and had to hand the baggage they were 
carrying to one of the porters. The latter offered to carry some 
of the older men on their backs, but this kind offer was not 
accepted, it seemed too dangerous; instead they went up very 
slowly roped to porters in front and behind. When they got 
halfway some were so frightened that they refused to move and 
the younger people had to be firm with them saying that the 
porters were not going to hold on to a stationary person; they 
must pull themselves together and carry on. All this took a very 
long time. I was one of the last to attempt the passage and, 
while waiting, I had time to study everyone's methods of 
tackling the awkward passage. The porters, by agreement 
among themselves, had selected the best men to carry me up, 
but I said I would prefer to walk. What rather disturbed me was 
that after so many people had climbed up the same shallow 
footholds, a lot of slippery mud was left on them; I was wearing 
European rubber-soled shoes while slip easily and this made it 
difficult to get a grip on the narrow footholds. However, I did 
not find it as hard as I expected. 



When I reached the top of this hazardous ascent I found 
myself on a very narrow ledge with a sheer drop beneath it. I 
asked the porters, “What do I do next?" They told me that there 
was a long ladder from the ledge going down to a rock in the 
middle of the river; from this rock there was a line of bridges 
made of pine trunks which crossed a series of rocks to the 
farther bank. The porter looked very cheerful and said, "It's 
only a ladder; just follow me." I was still roped to the two 
porters. When I got on the ladder I saw how immensely long it 
was; we seemed to be so high up that a man at the bottom 
looked like a mere dwarf. It was made of single pine trunks 
lashed together from end to end, with notches cut in the wood 
for footholds. When I climbed down the first few notches I 
could see the swirling green waters of the river underneath; a 
few more steps, and I felt I was poised in space over an 
expanse of water. There was a cold wind coming up from a 
large cave under the rock into which the river was pouring; 
worst of all, the ladder shook in a terrifying way with the 
weight of the many porters who were there trying to help me. 
All our party who had reached the bottom of the ladder stopped 
to watch me. I was told that the porters had had great 
difficulties with some of the older men, who had been so 
frightened that they had nearly fainted. There was great 
rejoicing when I rejoined them at the bottom. When we 
reached the dry land we pitched camp and from here we could 
see the ladder and the ledge some hundred feet higher up. 
Next day's track proved to be no better than the last; no part of 
it was on the level and we had continually to climb up cliff 
faces more than a thousand feet high, sometimes only by 
footholds cut in the rock. However, after our first experience 
these held no terrors for us. In places we had to make up the 
roadway itself because, since the Chinese had come into Tibet, 
this route had been little used and much of it had been 
disturbed by the earthquake of 1950 which had been especially 
severe in this region. I was getting more acclimatized to 
walking and sleeping under these rough conditions. 




The porter whom we had sent ahead to Rigong Kha returned 
with a local man to welcome us to his village. He told us that 
there were no Chinese in Rigong Kha, though they were farther 
eastward in the valley; however, there were strong Resistance 
forces in Upper Powo who believed that they could push the 
Communists back. 

Kino Tulku had been too energetic, the very heavy loads 
which he had chosen to carry were beyond his strength and his 
eyesight became affected. We feared it was a blood clot; 
however, there was nowhere on the track where we could stop, 
so the most important thing was to get him to the village as 
soon as possible. From where we were we could see small 
farms in the distance, but there was still a long way to walk 
and it was all uphill. There were very few streams and we 
found the going very exhausting without any water to drink. 



When we came to a field about half a mile from Rigong Kha we 
stopped for the night and some of our party went up to the 
village to buy food. They found most of the villagers very 
friendly Kino Tulku's eyes had been growing steadily worse 
and the whole camp was very worried as we thought this might 
affect our plans. The following day a number of the villagers 
came to visit us. They were very surprised at finding so large a 
party and could not conceal their curiosity for they had never 
met people from East Tibet other than a few pilgrims; no other 
refugees had come this way. In this isolated village the 
inhabitants had never seen horses, mules, or yaks, their only 
domestic animals being small buffaloes and pigs. Their dialect 
was a mixture of Kongpo and Powo and they wore the Kongpo 
dress, which for the men was the ordinary chuba (gown) made 
of woolen cloth worn under a long straight garment made of 
goatskin with the hair on the outside. These were belted at the 
waist and cut open in the middle to slip over the head. The 
women's chubas were also of wool; they wore caps edged with 
gold brocade and they all carried a good deal of jewelry, chiefly 
in the form of earrings or necklaces; their boots were 
embroidered in bright colors. 

The climb up to the village was easy and the people there 
gave us a warm welcome. We were a little afraid lest some 
traveler coming from the eastern side might turn out to be a 
spy, but actually there was no need for anxiety on this score. 
The villagers had had no authentic news of happenings at 
Lhasa; some vague rumors had reached them through the 
Communists in the lower part of the valley: When we assured 
them that the Communists had taken control in Lhasa and that 
the Dalai Lama had escaped to India, they still would not 
believe it. Traders coming to Rigong Kha brought the news that 
though the Resistance forces had fought very bravely in the 
Tong Gyuk Valley and had at first held the bridge, the 
Communists had finally gained possession of it. Now, all the 
area as far as Chamdo was in Communist hands; they had 
rebuilt the road from Chengtu in Szechuan to Chamdo and 
their troops were everywhere. In all the districts they had 



started to form rigorous indoctrination groups. It was now 
certain that they would penetrate before long into the Tong 
Gyuk Valley barring our further route along it, so we were 
obliged to revise all our ideas on the subject of the best route 
to follow. Up till then we had been hoping to follow the Yigong 
River to where it joins the Brahmaputra, almost at the point 
where that great river turns down toward India. There was 
nothing to be done but to find another way. We asked the 
villagers if they knew of any other route by which we could 
cross the military highway the Chinese had constructed, but 
though they supposed that there might be some tracks across 
the mountain ranges, they really had no idea how we could get 
through to Lower Kongpo. Some people suggested that we 
might join forces with the Poto Resistance group, but they were 
some distance away and in any case we were not bent on 
fighting. 

There was a small temple in Rigong Kha and the villagers 
asked the lama in charge of it to invite me to stay with him so 
that I could perform certain rites on their behalf; they also 
wanted me to preach there. People from several small villages 
in surrounding valleys came in order to ask for a blessing and 
some of them suggested that we could still hide in various 
remote places in the vicinity where there would be little chance 
of the Chinese finding us. Since no other refugees had come to 
Rigong Kha, there had been no inroads on their food supplies 
and all the villagers were very generous in giving us hospitality 
after our arduous journey. 

Meanwhile, we were preparing for further travels, giving our 
heavy goods such as rugs in exchange for food, particularly 
such items as tsampa, dried meat, butter, cheeses, and pork 
fat. Our porters had been sent back to Nyewo as soon as we 
reached Rigong Kha; they had been ever so helpful and, though 
not long with us, we had got to know them very well. We gave 
them a number of presents such as jewelry, cloth, etc., as we 
had little money; but they were so modest that we had difficulty 
in persuading them to accept even that much. As we parted 
they wished us a good journey and expressed the hope that we 



might escape the Communists. 

We stayed at Rigong Kha for about a fortnight; it was now the 
end of August and we decided to move to the small valley of 
Tso-phu, lying due south. There are two high passes at the 
upper part of this valley one leading southeast and the other 
southwest. We had not decided which to take; however, we 
thought this valley would be on our way and it was not very 
safe to remain at Rigong Kha for much longer. First we had to 
recross the river. The group of refugees under Lama Riwa 
decided to stay on at Rigong Kha saying they would join us 
later. The rest of us, who included Repon's group and some 
other refugees, went down to the river, taking some men from 
the village to act as porters. The torrent was so turbulent that 
it had been impossible to build a bridge across it. Instead, a 
thick hemp rope had been fixed to the rocks on either bank. A 
pulley on it was attached to a belt to hold the passenger; a long 
rope affixed to this was held between the men on the opposite 
banks. The weight of the passenger carried him into the middle 
of the river, and the men on the farther side hauled him up the 
rest of the way. 

Even while we were crossing the river we were told that 
some Communists were coming this way. In case they appeared 
suddenly we were resolved to cut the rope. 

Kino Tulku's eyes had improved under treatment, but now his 
legs began to trouble him so that he was only able to walk very 
slowly. He believed his illness to be incurable. His wife, 
however, was determined that we should all keep together; she 
was beside herself with anxiety; it was difficult for me to know 
what to do. However, after the scare that the Chinese were 
behind us. Kino Tulku himself decided that we were not to stay 
behind on his account, saying that he would go to a small 
village in a nearby valley where he could rest—a sorrowful 
parting for us all. We were still keeping in touch with our 
friends in Rigong Kha who sent us supplies and gave us the 
latest news. I sent a messenger to the village to ask them if 
they knew of anyone with a knowledge of Lower Kongpo who 
would be prepared to come to India with us and act as guide. 



They promised to find someone; they had several people in 
mind and thought it would not take more than a week to send a 
man. I sent a similar message to Kino Tulku in case there was 
anyone in his village, but no one appeared, so we started to go 
farther down the valley We had yet to decide which of the two 
passes we should take. A lama came to us from Rigong Kha; he 
told us that he had brought his party from Nyewo following our 
lead. The conditions there had grown worse, more and more 
refugees were crowding into the area and there was a very 
serious food shortage, also a good deal of illness. Everyone was 
saying that Trungpa Tulku's party had shown the way of escape 
and many people were starting to follow, though others had 
decided against this course, on hearing what a difficult track 
we had had to traverse on foot. The people at Nyewo had not 
understood what direction I would take after Rigong Kha; they 
thought we would be going further along the Yigong Valley. The 
lama told me that he had met some groups already going that 
way. I said, "They must be mad since it is known that the 
Communists are now in that area." He replied that it was all 
right, for the Communists had now withdrawn, so he had 
heard; he added that the eighty refugees under Lama Riwa, 
who had intended coming with us, had changed their minds 
and were going with other refugees by the Yigong Valley. 

It was now early September, and the weather was breaking 
up with frequent storms. It was likely that there would be a lot 
of snow on the passes and the road might be blocked. It took us 
some four or five days to reach the far end of the valley, from 
where we could really study the terrain, and we now concluded 
that the Tso-phu Pass which went in a southeasterly direction 
was the one which we should take. It appeared fairly easy, 
though rain was falling continuously which would mean a lot of 
soft snow higher up. I sent an advance party to investigate; 
they were only able to get about a quarter of the way and were 
then driven back by severe storms. They had found that the 
fresh snow on the pass was very deep, but thought that if the 
weather improved, even for three or four days, a crossing 
would be practicable. No news had come through concerning a 



possible guide for us. A local man offered to find one within a 
week saying that, should he fail, he would come back to discuss 
the situation with us; he added, "If I don't come, you may take 
it that I am dead." The weather now cleared suddenly, but still 
no sign of a guide or of the local man; we concluded that he 
must really have died. 

There was nothing we could do except wait as patiently as 
possible. Yak Tulku and I with a few monks decided to go into 
retreat. I told Ugyen Tendzin to make several coracles while we 
were away and to train some of the men to paddle them, for we 
would need them later on when we had to cross the Tsangpo, 
which is the name given to the upper reaches of the 
Brahmaputra in Tibet. 

The spot chosen for our retreat was inspiringly beautiful, it 
lay beside a blue lake surrounded by high snow-covered 
mountains; their peaks were glistening above the clouds and 
pine trees grew all around. The whole place was utterly 
different to the country about Surmang; it was more like 
Himalayan scenery. 1 Every evening we sat round the campfire 
for our meal. Once we heard an airplane overhead and 
consulted whether we should cover the fire, though some said 
that the airplane was too far off to notice so small a thing. I 
took this opportunity to tell them how important it was in times 
of war never to show any sort of light. For a week all fires were 
carefully concealed, but when no further airplanes were heard 
we ceased to keep up this discipline. While waiting for a guide 
to materialize, all the camp busied themselves in repairing 
boots and making other preparations for the journey. We had 
expected that Akong Tulku would be joining us with Tsethar's 
group, however nothing had been heard of them. Our party was 
so large that Dorje Tsering undertook to organize the people 
into groups under separate leaders; he brought me a list with 
the names and ages of all the party. I was shocked at the 
numbers: about 170 and among them men and women seventy 
and eighty years old as well as babies in arms, but very few 
ablebodied men. I decided to explain to all of them the sort of 
journey we were facing and how very hard it was likely to be. I 


told them that we would not be able to visit any villages, so 
there would be no further opportunity to get fresh supplies of 
food; we must take all essential provisions, as from now. There 
would be many high passes and difficult streams on our route. 
It must be understood that we would be without tents and 
might have to sleep in the snow. We might well be captured 
before reaching the Indian frontier, for there were a great 
many Chinese in all this region. Finally I said to them, "If any of 
you should be overcome by exhaustion, by long climbs and by 
trekking through rough country, it will be impossible for the 
others to stop and look after him. I want you all to realize what 
you are undertaking and if you think the hardships will be too 
great for you, now is the time to decide if you still wish to come 
with us." I added, "I do not want any definite answers for a day 
or two," for I knew that if anyone shouted that he wanted to 
come, all the rest would follow like sheep. After three days, 
they all said they wanted to come with me and that they would 
rather fall by the wayside than fall into Communist hands, for 
then at least they would feel that they had made all possible 
effort. I arranged meetings to explain to everyone what rules 
they must promise to follow, and concluded with these words: 
"If we are attacked we must not kill any of the Chinese. We 
must not steal people's property on the way. There must be no 
disunity among ourselves; and if anything goes wrong I must 
immediately be told about it." Everyone agreed to keep these 
rules, though Repon's party and those refugees who had their 
arms with them were not happy about the nonfighting clause. I 
told them that they must now provide themselves with the 
necessary food and train themselves to eat sparingly from the 
start. Everyone now sent their representatives to make these 
final purchases, bartering their tents and all superfluous 
possessions; the porters were sent back to Rigong Kha. I was 
very distressed at having to leave my books behind. Though the 
party disposed of their heavier goods, they still clung to their 
cooking pots and much spare clothing, these things in addition 
to their supplies of food made the loads very heavy; they 
amounted to almost twice as much as an average person would 



normally carry the weight being chiefly due to the large 
amounts of food that had to be taken. Those of the party who 
were unable to carry all their own stuff arranged among 
themselves that if some of their stronger companions were 
willing to take a part of it, particularly gold and silver coins and 
jewelry they would be given half of these things if they reached 
India. Since a supply of tsampa was vital, extra bags of it were 
entrusted to the strongest members of the party. Some people 
had bartered their possessions for musk which was light to 
carry and very valuable. 

A message came from Kino Tulku that he had found a man 
who knew all about Lower Kongpo; he was prepared to act as 
our guide if I did not object to his bringing his wife with him. I 
gladly accepted their services provided that he was really 
aquainted with the terrain. He was due to arrive on September 
13 but did not turn up on that or the following day. Meanwhile 
we had completed our preparations and I sent some men up 
the pass to clear the snow. They found that much of it had 
already melted and told me that everything was in good 
condition for the crossing. 


1. While in this place I wrote a poem, an English translation of which, by my friend 
John Blackwood, appears in this text (see Song of the Wanderer in Powo Valley). 


SEVENTEEN 


Days of Crisis 


I decided that if the guide and his wife did not arrive before 
two o'clock we should start by ourselves. This we did and 
reached the snow line without them. The weather was very 
clear; high up as we were, we could even see the mountains 
near Nyewo. For the first time I felt a conviction that we were 
going the right way and would reach India; I was aware of an 
inner strength guiding me and felt that I was not alone. 

We waited in the cold till the next day and when I went 
around the various groups, I found that they were eating too 
much of their precious food; so I had to speak to them all very 
seriously, explaining that the food we were carrying would have 
to last a long time if we were to survive; also that they must be 
much more careful when camping to conceal themselves as 
much as possible and in no case to light any fires unless they 
could be screened from view. In future I myself would tell them 
if fires could be lighted at all. Furthermore I said, "Our journey 
to India must be thought of as a pilgrimage; something that in 
the past few Tibetans have been able to make. Whether or not 
India has changed, the spiritual blessings imparted to that 
country by the presence of the Buddha remain: The places 
where he lived, freed himself from the bondage of samsara, 
taught, and died have an eternal value. It is fortunate for us 
that our way is hard and that we are struggling against greater 
difficulties than the pilgrims of the past, for by this means we 
shall learn and profit the more from our journey. We should not 
be thinking only about the enemies threatening us from 
without. Each moment we should be aware of ourselves and of 
the forces of destruction that threaten each man from within. If 
we fail in this, we are indeed putting the spiritual object of our 



journey in jeopardy; each step along the way should be holy 
and precious to us." 

After this talk we all watched for the guide, but there was no 
sign of him, so I decided to go on without him the following day 
as the weather was not very good. At nightfall, however, he and 
his wife suddenly appeared wearing their Kongpo costumes. I 
had asked for him to bring some more of these garments, but 
he had not been able to obtain any. The guide's name was 
Tsepa, he was a nice fellow and appeared to be intelligent- 
above all, he had traveled all over the area and knew it from 
end to end. He said how sorry he was that he had not been able 
to reach us on the appointed day, but he had had to sell all his 
possessions; he brought a gun and ammunition with him. I 
explained to him the route we proposed to take following the 
suggestions of various local people and he agreed that it was 
feasible; indeed he considered our prospects hopeful. Early the 
next morning we set out in a scatter of snow. We found that the 
pass was not so steep as had been expected and the new snow 
had turned into ice, which made it easier to walk on. When we 
reached the top everyone shouted the customary Tibetan 
formula "Lha gyal \o!” ("The gods are victorious!"). 

We were now facing toward India and beyond us lay the 
valley of Tong Gyuk, which appeared to be empty, though we 
were still apprehensive lest some Communists might be lurking 
there. Our party was so conspicuous in their dark clothes 
against the white snowy background, I could only hope that 
they would not be spotted as they moved down. I told them that 
at least they must make as little noise as possible. The wind 
was against us and it was very cold; the sun seemed to give out 
no heat. If we could go farther down the valley and cross over 
the mountain range toward Lower Kongpo it would be the 
easiest way, so I sent some of our people ahead to find out if 
this was possible. While they were away, we camped at the foot 
of the pass. On their return they told me that they had not seen 
any Chinese, nor anyone else, but there were a few footprints 
of Tibetans, obviously old ones. We had several days of pleasant 
walking through the valley, though always feeling a little 



uneasy lest our large party might somehow have been spotted 
by the Communists. When we camped at night we always chose 
a small secluded branch valley where there were herdsmen's 
huts, for this part was at a high altitude with very few trees and 
was used in the early summer as a grazing ground. Now, in late 
September, there were a lot of small yellow berries on the trees 
near the river which though acid could be eaten. As we went 
down the slope of the valley we came into a region of fir trees; 
seeing fresh footprints we decided to halt in the scrub under 
the trees. I sent Tsepa to investigate and told him to go into the 
villages pretending to be a messenger from relatives of some of 
the people there. The villagers gave him a lot of information 
about the number of Chinese in the vicinity of Lower Kongpo, 
and told him how strictly they were guarding the place; though 
people were still able to barter their barley in the surrounding 
districts the whole district was in a state of persecution, so 
they said. Anyone who had been sufficiently wealthy to have a 
servant was ill-treated; servants were encouraged to wear their 
master's clothes and the masters made to wear those of their 
servants. The Communists had established working camps for 
their prisoners and forced them to labor on road making. A 
great number of Tibetans had died of starvation and other 
hardships, so the villagers lived in the utmost terror all the 
time. Tsepa managed to learn more about the layout of the land 
and what route we could follow; he also procured a small extra 
quantity of food. 

From here I sent a second messenger to Tsethar's group to 
tell Akong Tulku where we were and the probable route that 
we intended to take. We went on down the valley and camped 
by a lake. It was so beautiful here that in spite of possible 
danger we could not resist choosing this site; the weather was 
however becoming colder. Our journey the next day was uphill; 
we gradually reached barer ground with more rocks and fewer 
trees, and the valley was becoming narrower; for several days 
the same sort of country lay before us. One morning we heard a 
man's voice; some of our party rushed off rifle in hand as far as 
a small bridge we had just crossed. It turned out to be Bursar 



Tsethar with another monk. They told us that Akong Tulku was 
following close behind. Their party had sold most of their 
possessions and had been joined by about 120 more refugees 
who had insisted on coming with Akong Tulku. Tsethar said 
that they all wished to join our party. He approved of our plans 
and agreed that we had chosen the right route; on the other 
hand, he thought that a rescue operation might be organized 
from the Indian side to include all the refugees, so perhaps it 
would have been better if we had waited for this to happen. 
Since the weather was still good, however, we decided to go on. 
The valley proved to be longer than we had expected and we 
camped again in the shelter of herdsmen's huts where we could 
have really good fires. We made the attempt to cross the pass 
over the high mountains very early the next morning, but were 
only able to get about a quarter of the way when it started to 
snow; the storm was so severe that we were brought to a 
standstill. However, we found some more huts where we could 
stop for a day and a night. In the afternoon some of our men 
struggled on to see how far up the pass they could go. They 
reported that the snow was terribly deep, much worse than the 
Tso-phu Pass. I arranged that eight of our strongest men should 
hand over their baggage and try to make a track through the 
snow which we could follow. They found that they could make 
no headway when walking and the only way was for a man to 
lie prone so as to push the snow down with his weight. This 
was extremely exhausting and each man could only do this 
particular job five consecutive times, then it was taken over by 
the next man, and so on as each man's turn came round again; 
the others followed to tread down the track. The actual incline 
of the mountain was so steep that we almost had to turn back, 
for it did not allow of our making a zigzag track. As it was, the 
rest of our party managed to struggle after the leaders. When 
we had nearly reached the top, we saw a large group coming 
behind us in the valley; we took it for granted that this must be 
Akong Tulku's party. By the time we reached a plateau, it was 
midday. We found ourselves surrounded by further rocks and 
making our way between them came suddenly upon a yet 



steeper gradient. However, at this great height the snow had 
hardened and this made the going slightly easier. It was 
difficult for the leaders to keep to the right track; several times 
they strayed off the path followed by the rest of the party 
which meant that we all had to retrace our steps. However, at 
last we saw the prayer flag showing that we had reached the 
summit. The sun had already set and only a red glow remained; 
the wind was piercingly cold. The valley below seemed 
uninhabited, though we could not see very clearly as there 
were so many rocks in the way. Some of our party had fallen a 
long way behind; I felt anxious for the older people in case they 
had to spend the night in the snow. I knew that they could not 
have climbed any quicker, they had done magnificently by 
keeping up such a regular pace. We checked the list of families 
and felt sure that the younger members would look after their 
parents. All those who had reached the summit now started to 
walk down in the twilight. We saw a path of even ground below 
us, but had some difficulty in finding a way to reach it, being 
continually confronted with sudden rocky outcrops. A lot of 
loose stones got dislodged and the people in the rear had to 
shout a warning to those who were pressing ahead, for we had 
scattered in all directions, with each man trying to find his own 
way down. It was all but dark when the leaders reached a level 
piece of ground where we could stop for the night. There was 
an overhanging rock which offered shelter for some of us and 
my people insisted on giving me the best place; many others 
were forced to lie down in the snow. At sunrise we watched for 
the rest of the party. I feared that there might have been some 
casualties among the older members and was very happy to 
learn that everyone had survived. Once we were all together 
again we started down the valley, though everyone was pretty 
well exhausted after the hardships of the night before, but we 
felt we must struggle on since time and food were running very 
short. I sent a man ahead to see if the way was clear; he 
reported that he had not seen anyone and that the valley was a 
good one with no wild animals about. The wind had fallen and 
the sun was shining. 



Now that we had crossed over the pass we were no longer in 
the Tong Gyuk Valley; we found ourselves on a plateau across 
which a river ran fed by streams from small surrounding 
valleys. Tsepa directed us to go by one of these valleys running 
southeast. There were ranges of mountains on either side of it 
so we could only keep to the valley bottom until we found a 
turning point. One day as we were traveling particularly slowly 
Akong Tulku suddenly came striding along ahead of his party to 
overtake us. It was a most joyful meeting for us both: He said 
that the pass had not been so difficult for his people, as we had 
already trodden down the snow. The rest of his party soon 
followed and we all went on together and camped in 
herdsmen's huts. Akong had a great deal to report about 
happenings from the time when he received my letter telling of 
our intended departure from Nyewo with its details about 
getting rid of our animals and going on foot to Rigong Kha. 
Both his brother and Bursar Tsethar had thought that there 
must be some way to Rigong Kha which could be taken on 
horseback with the baggage on mules and yaks, and they had 
managed to cross the Alado River at a point near their camp, 
after which they went southeast by a temporary bridge built by 
some of the Resistance. From there they changed direction and 
went across several very high passes toward Rigong Kha. The 
track was so broken up that in many cases they had had to put 
three trunks over chasms between the rocks, and once they 
had to build a whole bridge themselves. Hard work like this 
could only be done by the able-bodied men while the rest of the 
party waited with the animals: It caused a lot of delay. In spite 
of all their care three of their horses were lost on these fragile 
bridges, also owing to lack of good feeding some of the horses 
were on the point of breaking down, so those which seemed too 
weak to continue the journey were sent back to Jigme 
Rinpoche's group to recuperate. The party finally reached 
Rigong Kha with some three hundred yaks and twenty horses, 
to the great astonishment of the inhabitants, for they had never 
seen such animals before; and as there was little available 
grazing the beasts had often to be fed on grain. 



When Tsethar and his companions heard that we had left 
about a fortnight previously for the Tso-phu Valley they 
arranged to leave their horses and mules in the care of some of 
the villagers near Rigong Kha. Some of the refugees, however, 
could not bring themselves to part with their animals, so when 
they started on the further journey they took them with them, 
hoping they would be able to swim over the river at the cable 
bridge; but the current was so strong that many of the beasts 
were swept away by the flood. 

By the time our friends reached the Tso-phu Valley our own 
tracks had become obliterated and some of the refugees, 
fearing that they would never find us, decided to stay in the 
valley with what animals they had left. Akong Tulku and 
Tsethar, however, were determined to carry on; incidentally 
they were also able to visit Kino Tulku whom they found to be 
very ill. He told them that he was very lonely without us, but 
was glad that we had gone on, for he thought our decision to 
try to get to India was a wise one, though it might bring us into 
danger. 

The following morning as I looked down on the camp I was 
amazed to see so many people, for Tsethar's group had added 
some 120 to our numbers, thus bringing the total up to nearly 
three hundred. We all went on together and as I looked back, it 
seemed more like an army on the march than a party of 
refugees. 

The ground was still rocky with sudden steep slopes. At last 
we reached the junction of two valleys where the local trading 
road from the Powo Valley to Kongpo runs beside the river. Our 
scouts told me that they had seen a man with four loaded yaks 
going along it, so we waited for two hours, hiding among the 
rocks, while two of our men crossed the road and climbed the 
rocks above it, whence they could see about three miles of the 
road in either direction. Once they had given us the all clear 
the whole party crossed the road and forded the river beside it. 
Here we entered a small valley where we found several 
herdsmen's huts, though no one was about. We spent a very 
disturbed night; several people thought that they heard men 



approaching and with so many women and children in the 
newly arrived party there was a great deal of noise in the camp 
with the babies crying a lot. At daybreak Tsepa and I held a 
consultation. He now recognized where we were and thought 
that we should leave the valley where we had spent the night in 
order to cross a high pass to the south; though he did not know 
what we would find on the farther side of it, he felt sure it 
would be in the right direction and we would be getting nearer 
to Lower Kongpo. No one else in the camp had the least notion 
of our position; they simply put their trust in the leaders and 
said they would follow them wherever they went. I felt that we 
could no longer take any risks and should avoid the more open 
valleys with so large a party not to mention the many noisy 
children. Few of these people had any idea of how to hide 
themselves in an emergency and they were mostly wearing 
light-colored clothes, conspicuous against a dark background. 
They had so little imagination that it never entered their heads 
that the Communists might capture us. However difficult it 
might be for the older and the very young members of the 
party to go over this rough ground, Tsepa and I agreed that it 
was the only safe thing to do. 

Before we set off again, I called everyone together. I 
explained that we were now likely to enter more dangerous 
country, for the land here was more thickly populated. It was 
important for everyone to realize that the Communists had 
control of this area, so no one could be trusted. If any of us 
should meet villagers it would be impossible to disguise the 
fact that we were a party of refugees. We must give them no 
clues about the direction that we were intending to take. 
Anything we bought must be paid for and everyone we 
happened to meet must be treated with the utmost courtesy. It 
was most important that we should make as little noise as 
possible, and if anyone felt ill, he must inform me at once. 

We were still able to travel by day and crossed a low pass. 
Our guide was sure that from this point we should see some 
part of lower Kongpo. We all felt excited about it. However, 
when we reached the top, all we saw was another range of 



rocky mountains, with no sign of life. Tsepa was puzzled, he did 
not know where to go next, but decided that we should proceed 
down to a little valley that could be seen below. When we 
reached it we found that there was no outlet, so that it was 
necessary to traverse another mountain. Beyond this we found 
that we had three more ranges to cross at the last one of which 
we were faced with a near precipice. It was covered with flat 
slippery grass; the descent was dangerous and some of the 
older people fell. Yet another chain of mountains lay ahead of 
us. We followed tracks made by wild animals and when we 
reached the summit of the next col we found a deep round 
hollow with trees growing in the grass, large enough for us all 
to camp there for the night. 

Our guide realized that he had lost his way and was much 
distressed; Tsethar also was much disturbed and began 
complaining that none of us had any definite idea about the 
way we ought to take; he added that he was sure that by now 
the rest of the refugees would have been rescued by the 
Resistance soldiers. I told him that we had no evidence of this 
and that I had been trusted to lead our party and we were all 
doing our best. 

Next morning we followed a small track running across the 
shoulder of the mountain in front of us, which pointed in the 
direction of India. It sloped gently upward and was an easy 
walk. Unfortunately the land was very bare without trees or 
rocks, so I was afraid that our large party would be seen. 
Toward evening we noticed some small rocky mountains with a 
high range of snow-covered peaks behind them. People did not 
know what to think, some suggested that they were the 
mountains of Upper, others of Lower, Kongpo. As we mounted 
higher and higher the snow on the mountains reflected the 
dying sun and looked as if made of gold. We were afraid that if 
we went farther we would be on yet higher ground, so we 
camped for the night. The frost was severe; there were no 
streams and our only water came from melted snow. Added to 
this we were limited in our use of fires, partly for the fear that 
they would be seen and also because of the difficulty of finding 



anything to burn. The next day we discovered that the track we 
had been following only led to the snow mountains which were 
not in the right direction, so we changed course and descended 
by a steep slope. Ahead of us we saw a pleasant-looking valley 
with a river winding through it. There was some consternation 
in the camp when a black object was seen near the river which 
people thought was a man. Their uneasiness went so far that 
they imagined they heard voices. However, looking through my 
field glasses I could see that it was only a young yak, though 
there might well be a herdsman with it; even so, there was 
nothing to be done except to continue our downward course, 
for if we had stayed on the mountain we would have been still 
more conspicuous. We made our way through squat willows 
and found an empty hut. All who could went inside, while the 
rest of the party lay down in the open. Some of the younger 
members organized a scouting expedition in the evening; there 
appeared to be no one about. 

Some of the refugees were getting very short of food and 
came to ask me how long I thought it was likely to be before 
they would be able to renew their stocks. I had to explain that 
it was unlikely to be soon and they must ration themselves very 
strictly. They carried on for about a week and then came again 
to ask me if my party could spare some of their rations; 
unfortunately we had not much left, for the going had been so 
difficult that we had only been able to cover short distances 
each day. By now our guide had completely lost his bearings; 
he had no idea where we were, but we continued more or less 
blindly and after crossing several more ranges found ourselves 
in a large valley on quite low ground which we thought would 
probably be inhabited. It was decided that I should go on ahead 
with Akong Tulku, Yak Tulku, Yonten, and our guide and if we 
found a possible way, we would signal to those behind. It was a 
great relief when we found that the valley was apparently 
empty. However, we did come across traces of dung and men's 
footprints; Yonten and the guide thought they might be about 
twenty-four hours old. We consulted among ourselves about the 
next step to be taken, but no one had any positive suggestion. 



The party behind waited and watched us as we came back 
toward them. A lot of people wanted us to halt and make tea, 
but I thought this too dangerous, so we went on down the 
valley After going about halfway down it we saw a mountain, 
its slopes thickly covered with pines; I suddenly felt sure that 
this was the way we should go, though Tsethar was not of my 
opinion; he thought that to go ahead on the chance would be 
most impractical. However, we all started to climb the slope, 
but when we had gone a mile or so Tsethar and several others 
suggested that it would have been much better to have 
continued along the valley. They grumbled that they had had no 
tea and were feeling tired, and now they were having to 
struggle up yet another mountain. I tried to explain that the 
valley they wished to follow led away from the direction of 
India, and it was also obvious that there were people living in 
these parts. Tsethar and the others were so annoyed that they 
began to argue with me. I told them, “If you want to go along 
the valley, you had better do so; in which case I can take no 
further responsibility for you. I myself am going up this 
mountain and when we reach a more remote spot we can stop 
and make tea." Some of the refugees shouted, "Yes! That is the 
right thing to do" and finally they all decided to follow me. I 
understood how desperately tired everyone was feeling, yet I 
was confident that we must go this way. Personally, I felt a 
strange exhilaration traveling through such wild and unknown 
country; an inner strength seemed to sustain me. We walked on 
until we got above the pine level; here there was dense scrub, 
so that we lost our track again and again. It was a matter of 
battling through the undergrowth; those who had swords 
slashed their way through. Finally all of us reached the bare 
rocky mountainside beyond the scrub. In the distance, we 
heard sounds which seemed either to come from explosions 
and the rumbling of lorries, or, as some of the party thought, 
they might be sounds of actual fighting. On the farther side of 
the mountain we came to a dry valley. Since the decision to 
come this way had been entirely mine, our guide turned to me 
and asked where we should make for next. There were three 



gaps in the valley and he wanted to know which one we should 
choose. I said, "the middle one/' and when asked for my 
reasons I replied, "One had to be chosen"—I added the two 
Tibetan sayings, "A doubting mind will not fulfill one's wish," 
and "Two needles cannot sew at the same time." As we went 
through the gap I saw a cairn by the side of it; this cheered me, 
for it showed that others had gone this way before. Farther on 
we suddenly felt a cold wind and found ourselves on the top of 
a cliff overlooking a lake which had black and red rocks 
reflected in it. My determination to take this way had not 
lessened and actually we found that the going was not too 
difficult, for we were able to move from rock to rock till we 
reached the farther side where we found tracks of wild 
animals. We now stopped for the night trying to screen our 
fires; however, it was impossible to disguise them from the sky 
and an airplane actually flew over. To add to my troubles I was 
told that one of the older men was very feeble; his relations 
were supporting him and other refugees carried his baggage. 
Beyond the lake the ground was flat and open, but ahead there 
lay a range of mountains, so that we were again faced with an 
arduous climb to a col, following tracks of hooves. Here the 
snow was deeper; we had to revert to the method we used over 
the previous high pass, with eight men again crushing down 
the snow under the weight of their prostrate bodies, though 
this time the gradient was not so steep as before. From the 
summit Tsepa thought that things looked more hopeful, we 
could again see far-distant ranges in a southerly direction 
which we thought must be on the farther side of the 
Brahmaputra. Our present position, however, was anything but 
an easy one. The ground sloped downward to a small 
depression and then rose again to an even higher range. Again 
we were faced with having to force our way through with the 
help of the eight men. This second climb proved to be very 
steep and I was exceedingly worried about the weak old man. 
We decided that he must be given more food, though our own 
resources were already so slender; it helped him to carry on. I 
looked forward to reaching the top of the col, since our guide 



had been so sure that we were traveling in the right direction; 
but when we arrived there, it was only to see that we were 
surrounded by ranges, all under snow. Sounds of distant lorries 
or explosions were no longer to be heard. We appeared to be at 
the end of a range; the ground in front of us led steadily 
downhill to a series of lakes almost below snow level, though 
there were scattered patches of snow all around. We stopped to 
rest by one of the lakes and I looked through my field glasses at 
the valley beyond. It was very broad with a river winding 
through it between meadows and patches of pines, but I did not 
see any people there. Our guide thought that we must be 
somewhere near Tsela Dzong, the junction of the Upper 
Kongpo River and the Brahmaputra. I knew that the district 
would be likely to be dangerous, especially if we took the 
wrong pass, for this part of the country was certainly both 
more thickly populated and under fairly complete Chinese 
occupation; we had heard that the Communists were trying to 
indoctrinate the inhabitants which meant that some could not 
be entirely trusted. I asked the others for their opinion and 
they all agreed that if we were really near Tsela Dzong the 
wide valley would be very unsafe, so it would be better to turn 
eastward toward Lower Kongpo. We therefore decided to go a 
little farther down the mountain and then veer round to a 
southeasterly course; this meant a longer route and led 
through a good deal of scrub. It brought us eventually to a 
series of valleys which we had to cross, a matter of continually 
scrambling up- and downhill for about a week. 



EIGHTEEN 

Touch and Go! 


T hough I had frequently impressed upon all members of our 
party that they must inform me about any particular 
difficulties, I had been given no warning of an emergency until 
some of them came to tell me that several of them had run out 
of food. They were actually beginning to boil the leather of 
their yak-skin bags; usually this leather is roughly cured with 
much of the fat left in it so it has some food value. I made 
enquiries among other groups and found they were having to 
do the same thing. The people had not wanted to worry me, 
since they knew that I had so many other grave anxieties. 

At the same time we again lost our bearings and went too far 
in a northeasterly direction, which compelled us to retrace our 
steps for three days. Tsepa's belief that we were near Tsela 
Dzong had evidently been wrong. We now followed a small 
valley running east until it also turned in a northerly direction 
and we had to leave it for another leading toward the south. 
Again there were more mountain ranges in front of us; the 
nearest ones were not very high and we were able to cross two 
each day for three days, but after this we were faced with 
much higher ridges each of which took more than a day's 
traveling to cross. 

By this time many more of the refugees had consumed their 
last provisions, except for their leather bags and my own group 
had decided that they too must fall back on this fare, though 
some leather would have to be kept to build the coracles 
needed to cross the Brahmaputra, which meant we would have 
to go on very short commons meanwhile; it was now early 
November and there were no wild vegetables which could be 
used as a supplement. In spite of all their troubles the party 



was still cheerful and as soon as they found themselves in 
sufficiently remote places everyone would laugh and sing and 
individual groups would join with the monks in devotional 
chanting. They all seemed to have become acclimatized to the 
routine of traveling and the daily hardships. 

Previously the weather had been good and usually sunny but 
now winter was beginning with storms of rain turning into 
snow. It was taking longer to cover any distance over these 
high mountains and looking back we could often see the spot 
where we had camped the evening before. One day after 
reaching the summit of a col, as we walked down on the farther 
side we could see open country with a broad river flowing 
through it which we thought must be the Brahmaputra. The 
landscape was clouded in smoke, but through my field glasses I 
could see Chinese lorries moving along the road beside the 
river. This came as a shock to all of us, for we had not known 
that there was a roadway through Lower Kongpo. Tsepa 
thought that this time we really must be near Tsela Dzong, 
where the river is too wide to be crossed using the limited 
means at our disposal; besides there was a large Chinese 
establishment there and a great many inhabitants. We were 
still traveling by day though taking great precautions. The land 
was much lower here and there were many secluded valleys 
where we could camp, so traveling was easier. People crossing 
these mountains had often built tall cairns to indicate the track; 
some of these from a distance looked alarmingly like human 
figures. As we turned farther to the east, being still on high 
ground, we could see a number of villages beside the 
Brahmaputra; in the evenings lights were visible; they seemed 
to be brighter than house lamps and we took it for granted that 
they were the headlights of Chinese vehicles. Our guide said 
that we were near Temo Monastery; he recognized the bend of 
the Brahmaputra. Therefore we would still have to keep to the 
mountains for a time, and moreover if we followed the bends of 
the river the distance would be much increased; in any case we 
would not be able to light fires in the daytime, and only at night 
by using great care to conceal them by digging holes in the 



ground. By now we were feeling the shortage of food very 
acutely and came to the conclusion that we must try to find a 
shorter route. We thought that where we now were was too 
dangerous, so we retreated to a more remote area. Now we 
mostly had to travel between sunset and midnight, for there 
were few bushes or any sort of cover. Our guide was 
bewildered again and led us over col after col. The old man 
who had been so ill before finally dropped down and died; his 
son had done all possible to help him and had even carried his 
father over the worst passes. Suddenly another old man felt too 
exhausted to walk farther and insisted on going down to one of 
the villages. He promised not to divulge our whereabouts nor 
to tell anyone about the escaping party. 

The landscape was beginning to change to more rocky and 
bare ground. We came across local tracks which we had to 
avoid and it was often difficult to find a suitable place to camp. 
Most of the party were showing signs of extreme fatigue, but 
all the same they kept up their spirits. After several more 
crossings on high ground Tsepa realized that we were 
approaching the Temo Pass on the Powo-to-Lhasa road. This 
meant that we must cross the road at the top of the pass and, 
in order to reach it, we must travel through the night. All the 
way lay under snow and it was impossible to avoid leaving 
tracks; unfortunately we could not reach the pass that same 
night and were forced to camp in the bitter cold hiding our 
fires with the greatest caution. Next evening we started off 
again; there were many animal tracks, but owing to the snow 
no people were traveling. At twilight we could see the pass 
beneath us, but we had to wait till it became dark and from our 
concealed position we watched and listened carefully for any 
possible travelers on the road. Though the snow was lying on 
the mountainside, the road itself was clear and we were able to 
cross it without mishap, though a man and horse must have 
passed earlier in the day, for their prints could be clearly 
discerned. 

I had told everyone to walk in single file so that our tracks 
would not appear to belong to a very large party. We now 



needed to hurry on as quickly as possible to find somewhere 
where we could be concealed before daybreak; unfortunately 
the land here was very bare with little scrub and lay mostly 
under snow; it would have been easy for anyone to follow us, so 
we left a man to keep watch behind us and sent another scout 
ahead. The land was undulating and when we reached the 
higher places we could see for miles around, but the only thing 
to catch the eye was the track that we had made. Again we 
turned aside and found higher mountains in front of us, which 
appeared to be wild and uninhabited, so we could again travel 
by daylight. From the time that we crossed the road all the 
party had made a special effort to walk quickly; tired though 
we all were, we could not afford to stop and a few short rests 
taken at intervals had to suffice; the fact that everyone was on 
short commons made the strain all the greater. The all- 
important thing was to conserve our energies for the critical 
moment when we would have to cross the main Chinese high 
road and, after that, the Brahmaputra. After several more days' 
traveling our guide again lost his way and we could only guess 
our direction. As we went we were faced with continuous 
ranges of mountains and valleys; there seemed no way to get 
through. 

It has been mentioned before that people who were unable to 
carry all their own baggage often arranged for a stronger man 
to take the extra load by promising him half its contents at the 
journey's end. My own group now felt that they must fall back 
on their reserve of tsampa: To our dismay, we found that the 
man who had been carrying it had not only consumed his own 
share, but ours as well, and the same thing had happened in 
several other cases. Nevertheless, no one ever attempted to kill 
any of the wild animals that we came across in our wanderings; 
this compassionate self-control displayed by a whole band of 
desperately hungry people moved me greatly at the time, and it 
remains a treasured memory of those heart-searching days. 

We were now quite lost, surrounded by rocks on every side; 
there was nothing left for me to do except to resort to takpa. 
The question that faced us was which rocks to choose for our 



next climb. Following the directions given by the takpa and 
after climbing the particular rock it indicated we saw a high 
mountain with a col on its shoulder. The snow was very deep 
and the sun dazzled us, but fortunately most of the party 
carried either dark goggles or eyeshades. Actually the climb up 
was easier than the rough ground we had been crossing before, 
where we had had to jump from rock to rock; but the descent 
on the farther side to a lower level was very steep and there 
seemed no indication where to go next. It was again left to me 
to make a decision, so I headed for a small lake surrounded by 
rocky ground which we bypassed only to find ourselves 
confronted by three other ranges with rather steep cols leading 
gradually to lower ground. After this another line of mountains 
loomed ahead with a pass across which did not appear to be 
too steep. Tsepa and I always went ahead to direct the party 
and when we reached the top of this last pass we were amazed 
to see the Szechwan-to-Lhasa main road running along the 
mountainside below, less than a quarter of a mile away. I told 
everyone not to make any noise and to wait until I could find 
somewhere where we could all be hidden. This was not difficult 
on the boulder-covered ground, so when everyone else was 
safely under cover Tsepa and I went out to investigate our 
surroundings. Through field glasses we could see the road 
leading through the Serkyem Pass, which was actually the 
point that we had been aiming for; once across it we knew we 
would be very near Lower Kongpo and the spot where we 
should try to cross the Brahmaputra. 

When we returned to the others we found them all preparing 
for this, the most dangerous part of our journey. The older 
people were nervous, fearing that traveling on the south side of 
the river would prove too much for them and that, should they 
fall out by the roadside, the Chinese would be bound to find 
them and through them would trace the whole party. I told 
them that we must all cross over the road at the Serkyem Pass 
together and that the younger ones must carry the luggage to 
enable the older people to walk more quickly. If a Chinese lorry 
should come along when they were about to cross, everyone 



must lie down in the fosse beside the road and make no 
movement. We waited till dark before approaching the road, 
but when we were some twenty yards away from it we 
suddenly saw the headlights of a lorry. Fortunately there were 
a lot of rocks close at hand behind which we all ducked. I had 
to be very severe with one woman who, to help herself control 
her fear, was chanting mantras in a loud voice; I told her that 
she must only whisper under her breath. Since the road went in 
loops round the mountain we had time to take cover while the 
lorry was still some distance away; as it came nearer and 
nearer we could hear the crunching sounds of its gear changes 
and soon its headlights illuminated the very rocks where we lay 
concealed. We held our breaths and the minutes seemed like 
hours, but eventually the lorry passed out of sight and earshot. 
Just as we were on the point of getting to our feet for the dash 
across—one man was actually standing up—we heard the noise 
of a second lorry. As it came near we heard the Chinese talking 
in highpitched and, as it seemed to us, excited voices; I was 
afraid it was because they had seen us; however, all was well 
and the lorry passed by. After a silence of about five minutes 
we all walked together across the road leaving two men to 
brush out our footsteps. On the farther side the ground was 
still rocky but became smoother as we worked our way down 
the valley; the air also felt much warmer. The discipline 
observed by everyone was beyond all praise; they looked very 
serious and no one spoke a word. After some three miles we 
turned into a side valley which was thickly wooded. We could 
still see parts of the road and would have been able to spot any 
approaching headlights; however, there seemed to be no 
further traffic on it. We walked upward through the valley to 
cross a pass in the mountains. The nun, who was the sister of 
the chopon of Yak monastery, now completely broke down both 
physically and mentally; it would have been too dangerous for 
the whole party if we had stopped for her, so we gave her what 
little food we could spare and then left her: It was a horrid 
decision to have to take—it left a guilty feeling—but the safety 
of the whole party allowed of no other alternative. Generally 



speaking, the older refugees, by walking in a measured pace, 
had managed to save their energy for this especially dangerous 
time and they now walked in front, while it was the younger 
ones who lagged behind. I was feeling very exhausted myself; 
both Akong Tulku and Yak Tulku did their best to cheer me. 
The latter, however, was getting worn out by this continual 
going up and down mountains; he kept saying to me, 
"Rinpoche, what do you think we shall find behind this one?" I 
could only answer, "I don't know, perhaps we shall find a nice, 
warm, secluded valley." At last to shut him up I said, "Probably 
we will find another still higher snow mountain." That stopped 
him worrying. 

After climbing the next chain of mountains we walked along 
the ridge for about two miles in a southerly direction. My 
opinion was that we ought to bear south, but our guide was 
most emphatic in urging us to follow a westerly course. After a 
time we came upon a little rocky hollow covered in small scrub 
where it was possible to camp; the ground was too uneven for 
people to lie comfortably, but we were all thankful to have 
found a place where we could stop. Immediately fires were got 
going, care being taken to screen them from sight. There was 
now sufficient time to stew down some of our leather; other 
refugees had previously taught us how to do it. The leather has 
to be soaked for a day until it swells, then cut in small pieces 
and stewed for several hours till it begins to sizzle and looks 
like meat. We still had a little tea, salt, and butter and after the 
first sip of our national beverage we all felt better. Yonten was 
the chief cook for our group and also did the serving. I was 
waiting to share the communal dish when he said, "We have 
kept a little tsampa especially for you." I asked him why, for I 
wished to share in everything on egual terms; he answered that 
leather was not suitable for his abbot to eat. I felt a little sad 
that this line had been drawn between me and the others; 
however, I discovered Akong Tulku and Yak Tulku's monks had 
done the same thing for them. By now, everyone seemed 
cheerful again and we slept in the hollow during the whole of 
the next day. Some of our men went up the mountain to spy out 



the land through field glasses; they could see the main Chinese 
road which we had just crossed and dozens of lorries full of 
soldiers traveling along it. Some of the refugees were 
becoming a little careless about allowing their fires to smoke 
during the day and I had to be very firm with them. Toward 
evening we started off again to cross another range; the 
ground was covered with short grass and sloped down in easy 
stages; however, the wind was very cold and sharp. In the far 
distance we could see villages and far behind them a snow- 
covered range which we thought must lie on the farther side of 
the Brahmaputra. Starting off again next day we went farther 
down the slope toward the Lower Kongpo Valley through which 
the Brahmaputra flows, being much narrower at this point. 
This area was densely populated and there were villages 
halfway up the mountainside on the narrow strip beside the 
river, besides others in various branch valleys. The land was 
thickly covered with holly trees. We did not see a road nor did 
we hear any sounds of lorries; this was reassuring, since it 
would make things easier for us when trying to cross the great 
river. Between us and it there was a succession of low hills and 
valleys where there would be villages and we actually could see 
smoke coming from some of them, so we looked for a place 
where the mountain went directly down to the water's edge. 
Ahead of us there was a small closed valley covered with 
brushwood, but to go down to it over such rough ground could 
not be done in the dark; hearing the sound of men's voices and 
a dog barking we thought it would be unwise to go farther, so 
stayed where we were for the night. Next day I sent two men to 
investigate. They found a path leading downhill which, 
however, seemed to pass too dangerously near villages, so we 
changed our direction, fighting through thorny scrub until at 
last we found easier ground where only fir trees and holly 
grew; it was much warmer here. We went on until we noticed 
the smell of burning wood in the air; not daring to go farther 
we camped among the boulders. Again I sent men to look 
round and in the daylight I went with Tsepa and Ugyen Tendzin 
to see for myself. We thought that if we followed a spur running 



below us, this would get us down to the Brahmaputra without 
hindrance. However, we could only see the slope of the spur 
which hid the river, and we could not tell if there were any 
villages on the bank. Here was another problem: We would 
need coracles to cross the river. We had brought the leather of 
the two we used to cross the Nyewo, but it had been kept 
folded up and had become stiff as a result; it needed to be 
soaked for a long time and there were few streams in the 
neighborhood. I told my companions that we could at least go 
on for a few miles, for I felt sure that there were no nearby 
villages, so we started in the evening. The footprint of a man 
was suddenly spied in the track and we came upon a watermill 
a few paces farther on; fortunately the men who worked the 
mill had already gone home for the night. Some of Repon's 
people, who were desperately short of food, suggested that 
they should break open the door, and if they found anything 
eatable they would take it and leave some money. I told them 
that this would give a clue which could only lead to our 
discovery. Farther on we came to a horse track and heard the 
sound of the bell on a passing horse. A murmur went through 
the party: They wondered if this was a Chinese or some 
villager; if the latter, they thought that perhaps he would sell 
them some food. Meanwhile the sound had ceased, so I said 
nothing. We crossed this local track; looking through my 
glasses, it seemed as if the rocky ground led straight down to 
the river, in which case it was time to get the coracles ready. 
We needed at least six more. We scouted round till we found a 
suitable place near a mountain stream where we were able to 
soak our coracle coverings together with other yak-skin bags; 
the whole camp joined in the work of making the frames and 
sewing together the pieces of leather under the 
superintendence of Ugyen Tendzin. 

By this time there was little else but leather to eat; people's 
health was becoming affected and symptoms of illness were 
beginning to show. I was much concerned and tried to think if 
there was any way to obtain further supplies. There was a 
possibility that we might approach the villagers in some remote 



spot and find out if the Chinese were in control of their whole 
area or if there was any chance of buying some food; there was 
always the danger that one of the villagers might act as a spy I 
put the suggestion to the senior members of our party; some of 
them thought that we might try others considered the risk too 
great. Everyone more or less agreed, however, that we must 
first get across the river. 

Making eight coracles took two days; we set off at nightfall. 
By now there was little baggage left and whatever remained 
was taken over by others to enable three men to be allotted to 
carry each coracle. I warned everyone that we would now be 
going through villages; we must take the greatest care and 
make no noise, with everybody walking in single file. In spite of 
all these difficulties the whole party kept up their spirits; they 
were really excited at the prospect before them. I led the file 
with Tsepa, who proved of the greatest help. Though he did not 
actually know this part of the country, he was familiar with the 
general layout of villages and of the tracks joining them; there 
was no way of avoiding these, and though we saw lights in the 
houses, we met no one. As we made our way down these minor 
paths the coracles had to be carried aloft and were apt to 
scrape against the hedges making a crackling noise; it was also 
difficult to keep the babies quiet, which added to our anxieties. 
The distance proved longer than we had expected, so there was 
not sufficient time, that night, to attempt the crossing, find 
somewhere on the farther side where to hide, and dispose of 
the coracles. I, with Tsepa, Ugyen Tendzin, Yonten, and several 
others carrying one coracle decided to take a path which led up 
the mountainside again. We waited and waited for the rest of 
the party who had lagged behind, but no one appeared. We 
therefore went on uphill until we reached a place where we 
could hide our coracle among the holly trees and lie down 
ourselves. But sleep was impossible for me; I kept wondering 
why the rest of the party was lagging behind. At the first light 
of day we heard someone walking on the dry leaves; the sound 
came nearer and nearer. Tsepa had his gun ready; I jumped on 
him and said that there was to be no shooting. He asked me to 



make no noise. The footsteps came on and a man hove in sight; 
it turned out to be a messenger from our own party. He was 
delighted to have found us but said that he had also hoped to 
find two others of our men who were carrying a coracle, as 
they were not among the rest of the refugees who, having lost 
contact with us the night before, had found a hiding place in a 
holly thicket lower down the slope. His report on the way that 
some of the other people in the camp were behaving worried 
me greatly, for he told me that they had lighted fires and were 
not keeping sufficiently quiet. I sent him back with a message 
that rules had been laid down to save the lives of three 
hundred people and must be strictly adhered to. He was to tell 
everyone that as soon as it was dark we would join them and 
they must all be ready to start for the crossing. 

From our hollow we could not see very far and did not know 
if there were any houses near, but as the sun came up it looked 
as if we had found a good hiding place. However, we could not 
discover any water in the vicinity and all felt very thirsty, so 
Tsepa decided to go down to the lower camp to fetch some; 
there would be no difficulty on the way as there was plenty of 
cover between the two camps. He suggested that he might visit 
some of the villages pretending to be a local man, since he 
wore the clothes of the district, but I told him that this might 
lead to danger. While he was away Ugyen Tendzin and I took 
field glasses and walked up the mountain to see how the land 
lay. We were at the end of the range and could see both banks 
of the Brahmaputra and the country on either side of it. At one 
point the river was fairly narrow but we would have to pass 
near a number of villages to reach it; we could see 
whitewashed temples flying red flags, and these were also to 
be seen over most of the houses. A backwater ran beside the 
farther bank of the river downstream from the likely crossing 
place, with a narrow strip of dry ground between it and the 
main channel which, being wooded, could afford adequate 
cover; at the end of the backwater there appeared to be a dry 
passage onto the mainland. The ground here was level for 
about a quarter of a mile and then sloped uphill toward another 



range of mountains. The track led through a village some two 
miles away on the lower slope of the mountains; here too, red 
flags were flying on the houses and a very large one was 
displayed on a white temple building. There were fields all 
around where herdsmen were tending their flocks. Taking 
everything into consideration we still thought that our best 
plan would be to cross the river at the narrow part, walk along 
the strip between it and the backwater, and go out by the end 
passage. We would have to risk going through the village just 
beyond. 

In the afternoon we were feeling very depressed, the sun was 
hot and we were longing for something to drink. About four 
o'clock a black mass of crows started to wheel over us; their 
shadows fell across the mountain as the sun was sinking and 
their raucous caws sounded very sinister. We went back to our 
small party in the hollow and found that Tsepa had brought 
some water. He told us that a few of the refugees from the 
lower camp had gone out on their own to try to buy food and 
the villagers had told them that they had seen two men in 
chains whom the Chinese had arrested alleging that they had 
stolen a bullock: These must have been the men of our party 
who had disappeared with the coracles. The local people had 
realized that the men asking to buy food were trying to escape 
and they had no intention of getting involved beyond receiving 
payment for their supplies; however they gave the information 
that at this time of year all the passes on the farther side of the 
Brahmaputra would be blocked by snow. 

There was no other solution for us but to go on. We waited till 
dark and then went down to the lower camp. I had given strict 
orders that everyone was to be ready to start, but when we 
reached the camp I found that they had not finished packing up 
and told them they must hurry. As they were getting their 
baggage together my attendant found that a small bag of 
tsampa which had been kept for me had disappeared; his 
suspicion fell on a boy and losing his temper he started to 
chase him. Others tried to stop my attendant, unfortunately 
this angered him still more; everyone began to shout and to 



argue; the whole camp was in an uproar which further delayed 
the packing. I spoke very severely for I saw that everyone was 
on the verge of hysteria. Catching my attendant by the arm I 
told him to control himself and explained that this was the most 
critical moment in our escape; every minute was valuable. The 
man was still agitated, but when he saw how very gravely I was 
looking at him, he calmed down and tried to explain that the 
boy had stolen my tsampa; I said, “I don't think that he has 
done so, but in any case, let him have it. At this time we all 
need strength, and I hope if he has taken the food that it will 
help him to work all the harder. What I am mostly concerned 
and distressed about is to hear that someone in the camp stole 
a bullock and that two innocent men are suffering for their 
crime." 



The Wheel of Truth. 


NINETEEN 


Across the Himalaya 


W e were now ready to start; it was the night of the full moon 
on December 15. Akong Tulku was carrying a very heavy 
load on his back and I asked him if he could really take so 
much, adding cheerfully "It might end in your collapse." 
Laughingly he replied, "This is the decisive night and I can do 
it; please remember that I am tougher than you." When we 
reached the level ground we could hear voices in the 
neighboring village and dogs barking in the far distance; 
however, we got as far as the sandy approaches to the river and 
everyone was hopeful. I went from group to group to 
encourage those in the rear to move more quickly and as I was 
walking between them I saw a man in Kongpo dress in front of 
me behind a thorn bush; as I looked at him he disappeared, but 
soon afterward I saw another man in the same costume who 
was carrying a rifle; I thought he might be Chinese as he had a 
very light skin. He too disappeared. I noticed that some groups 
of stragglers were going in the wrong direction so I had to rush 
after them to bring them back. At last my group reached the 
river and were the first to embark; eight of us got into one 
coracle with Ugyen Tendzin to paddle, followed closely by a 
second group. The full moon was just rising. It took some time 
to get across, though Ugyen Tendzin went as quickly as 
possible, and as soon as we disembarked he was ready to take 
the coracle back to fetch another lot of passengers. I heard a 
shout from the river from the man who was paddling another 
coracle; he was calling me by name and saying that he was 
unable to get across and they would all be drowned. I told him 
not to panic, it would be all right and he carried on and landed 
his party. As I walked up and down the bank talking to the 



three groups who had arrived, I suddenly heard gunfire. At first 
I thought it must have come from one of our party; then a 
second shot was fired and I could hear shrill shouts from 
Chinese voices. The firing became continuous and bullets came 
whizzing above us. Some of the remaining refugees jumped 
into coracles and were able to get across. The firing still went 
on, becoming even heavier. Altogether about fifty people 
reached our side and we rushed up the strip between the river 
and the backwater, expecting to find the dry passage at the end 
of the water, but no one could locate it. Since the Chinese were 
evidently in force on the other side, we expected that there 
would also be some of them here, so all heavy baggage, such as 
bags containing coins and jewelry, was thrown into the water. 
Being unable to find the passage, we tried to wade across the 
backwater, but found it too deep, so some of the men went back 
to the riverbank to fetch the two coracles. These were now 
waterlogged and conseguently very heavy and it took time to 
bring them. The men arrived at last and a few of us were 
paddled across. Everyone wanted to jump into the two coracles 
at once, so some had to be ordered to wait for the return 
journey, till finally all got across. 

By this time it was near sunrise; many of the fugitives began 
to panic and rushed off on their own without waiting for me or 
anyone else to instruct them. Tsepa and his wife, Akong Tulku, 
Yak Tulku, Tsethar, Yak Tulku's and my attendants were the 
only ones near me and we started southward toward the 
mountains. Yonten was still paddling people across the 
backwater, so I did not see him. Tsethar lost his temper and 
accused me of trying to save too many people. He said that our 
best plan would be to try and find a hiding place nearby; we 
could then go down the strip again and try to collect some of 
the baggage that we had left on the bank of the river, for the 
firing had now died down. I begged him not to attempt it, for 
we had already climbed some way up toward a village. 
However he was determined to go and said that he would 
return with Yonten. I told him that we intended to walk up the 
mountain until we found a suitable place where we would hide. 



Akong Tulku's younger brother and a nun joined us; we were 
all utterly exhausted, having eaten hardly anything and the 
climb took a long time; to add to our discomfort, our clothes, 
which had been soaked through when we tried to wade across 
the backwater, began to freeze on us. As light broke in the sky 
we could see the village in front of us. There were people on 
the balconies of the houses, some of whom looked like Chinese, 
and in the surrounding fields herdsmen were taking their 
animals out to the grazing grounds. But there seemed no better 
way than to creep through the village between the hedges and 
we succeeded in doing this without mishap. Beyond, a winding 
path led over a bare strip of chalky ground on which our dark 
clothing would be very visible and a herdsman who was driving 
his animals behind us seemed to be looking at us, but we took 
no further notice and simply went on in the same direction. 
From the higher ground we could see everything that was 
going on in the village and beyond it we had a good view of the 
river: A lot of people were still gathered beside the northern 
bank and had lighted fires. However, we pressed on and a little 
farther up the slope found ourselves in a belt of holly trees; 
knowing that if we went higher we would come to more open 
ground we decided to stay under cover of the trees, for we 
were all very nearly at the end of our strength. The mountain 
faced north; no sun shone on it and it was bitterly cold; our 
frozen clothes clung to us. Throughout the day we heard firing 
and saw people walking about in all directions; it was obvious 
that the Chinese were looking for us, we could hear their steps 
coming nearer and nearer and then dying away again as they 
altered their course. From the village, there were no sounds of 
cheerfulness and the herdsmen instead of singing as they took 
their animals out now merely shouted at their herds. There 
were intermittent sounds of firing from below, and of blasting 
where the new road was being made. In our hiding place 
among the holly trees we still had to be very careful, for the dry 
leaves on the ground crackled whenever we moved; we tried 
several times to open our food pack, but each time we had to 
abandon the attempt because of a sound of footsteps and the 



thumps of a rifle being used as a walking stick. Akong Tulku's 
baggage had had to be jettisoned, so I teasingly told him that I, 
being more modest, had been able to bring along mine. My 
attendant suggested that it was now the time to practice the 
yoga of "inner heat" (known as tummo in Tibetan), but Yak 
Tulku retorted that sitting down on the crackling holly leaves in 
order to take the cross-legged position required for this yoga 
would make too much noise, not to mention the sound of the 
accompanying breathing exercises. I had to laugh and Tsepa 
whispered, 'Hush! You must all keep quiet, someone is coming.' 
I whispered back, "Perhaps this time, it is the spirits who are 
coming to protect us." This bantering helped us to relax. 

The day seemed dreadfully long. There were sounds of firing 
near the village and we were afraid that the Chinese might 
have found some of our party. It was slightly warmer around 
midday and then became terribly cold again toward evening. 
We dared not open our food pack and there was no water. We 
could only moisten our lips with the hoarfrost. 

About an hour after dark there were no further suspicious 
sounds to be heard, so we decided to walk on. Tsepa led the 
way in complete darkness and we climbed for about five hours 
until we reached the level of the fir trees. By this time we were 
completely exhausted and the cold was intense. However we 
found a little tsampa at the bottom of the food pack, and this, 
mixed with hoarfrost, made us feel slightly better; we could 
shelter in some hollow fir trunks and did our best to sleep. My 
attendant was magnificent; he was lying close to me and took 
this opportunity to talk about meditation. He said that the 
experience that he had just gone through had been a spiritual 
lesson for him; he was now feeling at ease and believed that 
our worst trials were behind us. I replied, "But what if we are 
captured tomorrow, one never knows? We are still in Chinese- 
occupied territory and their guards are hunting for us." He 
begged me not to speak about it. I said, "This is only talk; we 
may actually have to go through this experience and if so, will 
it still be a test of meditation for you?" Then I raised my voice 
to ask Yak Tulku if he did not agree. "What are you talking 



about?" he said. "We are talking about meditation and whether 
this will help us if the Chinese capture us tomorrow." He 
answered, "I am sure that the danger is over; what do you 
think lies beyond this mountain?" I gave the usual reply 
"Another icy range, which will provide a still better opportunity 
for us to practice the yoga of inner heat, for this time we will 
be able to take up the correct posture"; this set everybody 
laughing. That night none of us could sleep; just before dawn 
we dozed off only to be awakened by a loud whisper from 
Tsepa. "Wake up! Wake up! Someone is coming." We all 
alerted. A voice was heard and the crunch of frost under feet: 
We could see an advancing figure. Tsepa had his gun ready; we 
others held our breath. I whispered to Yak Tulku, "You 
remember our conversation of last night." The steps faded and 
then came nearer again; Tsepa stood with his loaded rifle ready 
to fire. My attendant and I implored him not to use it. Suddenly 
a woman's figure appeared followed by others; they were the 
peasant family who had joined us at Kino Tulku's monastery. 
Behind them were Tsethar and Yonten; they had seen our 
footprints clearly on the frost-covered ground. 

When Tsethar had gone back to the bank of the Brahmaputra 
to try and salvage some of the baggage he had met Yonten. 
They wanted to join our little group, but daylight overtook 
them, so they found a hiding place before reaching the village 
and remained there until the next night. They were only a few 
yards from the track between the village and the backwater 
and could see the villagers, and the Chinese going in all 
directions to hunt for the refugees. They could hear them 
talking to each other and saying that quantities of musk, gold 
and silver jewelry, and sable skins had been found strewn along 
the backwater. They also spoke of having captured some of the 
refugees. Though they came quite close to where Tsethar and 
Yonten were hiding they failed to see them. It was quite warm 
in their hiding place so the two men were able to take off their 
wet clothes and dry them. They were very anxious about our 
group, and wondered if the talk about captured refugees 
referred to us. When night fell they started to go uphill again 



and, on the way, met the peasant family; all of them passed 
through the village in safety Since they had found it so easy to 
follow our footprints, we felt it was hardly safe for us to stay 
any longer where we were. 

It was now two days since we had crossed the river, and I will 
now follow my diary. 

December 1 7. We could now travel by daylight, though 
whenever we heard a suspicious sound we halted immediately; 
however, we soon realized that these noises came only from 
wild animals. Tsethar suggested stopping for tea; he was afraid 
that we might break down. We dug a hole for the fire. 
Fortunately, we had some tea and butter left, though little else. 
The drink seemed a meal in itself and everyone had a good 
night. 

December 18. Our walk today was over open ground. We could 
look down on the village and the river, but we felt that we 
ourselves were too far away to be spotted from below. Our 
party of fourteen started out together; but since we now 
thought that we were beyond pursuit by the Communists, 
discipline became somewhat relaxed, with Tsethar, the peasant 
family, and my attendant lagging behind. From high up on the 
mountain we could see the many ranges that all our party had 
crossed together with such courage and determination, before 
we became separated at the Brahmaputra. We felt very sad, not 
knowing what had befallen our many friends and companions. 
We could clearly see both the river and its backwater, and 
through my field glasses I could distinguish a black patch 
which I took to be one of our coracles. 

We did not stand for long on the skyline for fear of being 
seen, so the rest of us waited below the ridge while Tsepa went 
across to see what lay on the other side. He reported that it 
was a wild valley with no signs of a village, so we made our way 
down until we came to an obvious footpath which appeared to 
lead valleyward; on its surface we noticed prints of Tibetan 
boots which, however, on closer examination did not appear to 



be recent, so we followed the path down to the bottom. Here 
we espied a herdsman's hut where we thought we might 
shelter for the night, but when we reached it we were 
disappointed to find that it had fallen into ruins and no longer 
had a roof. Still it was a luxury to find a level field surrounded 
by rocks to protect us from the wind, with a stream nearby. 
This was our first opportunity to dry our wet clothes and to 
mend a few things: Here at last we could all relax and wash. 
With approaching darkness we set to and collected wood for a 
fire by which we sat, lighted by the last rays of the setting sun. 

Tsepa knew nothing of the country on this side of the 
Brahmaputra so we turned once again to the exceptional form 
of divination known as prasena, from which a clear vision 
came. It told us that we were to go up the mountain on our 
right, when we would see another range ahead; three cols 
would be visible and we were to make for the center one: This 
would be the last high range that we would have to cross. 

Yak Tulku was now convinced that we would reach India and 
gave a short talk of reassurance to our little party. In the 
evening with a good fire in this cozy valley we at last felt 
warmer, but at night it began to freeze again and by morning 
our clothes were stiff with frost. 

December 19. We now had to climb another spur and were 
soon at snow level. As we went up, we could see villages some 
three to four miles away. This made us anxious, for our dark 
clothes could be so easily noticed against the white 
background, though the sun was on the villages and we were in 
the shade on the north side of the range. The snow here was 
quite deep, in places dangerous as it had turned to ice, and we 
were afraid of slipping. It took the whole morning to reach the 
top. On the southern slope there was no snow; the mountain 
was covered with short slippery grass dotted about with rocks. 
It was hard going with no indication of any path. A small valley 
now lay ahead of us and beyond it a high steep glaciered range 
of mountains where we could see three cols; we believed that 
the center one was the col indicated by prasena; it looked quite 



near but the climb up was quite a long one. The higher we 
climbed the deeper the snow became. Tsepa and Yonten were 
the only really strong men in our party so we could not adopt 
the method we had used before in very deep snow. Now these 
two men went first and the rest of us followed as best we could; 
the ascent was very laborious and took most of the afternoon. 
To make matters worse, a snowstorm burst over us toward 
evening, covering the ice with snow. We kept cheerful and 
eventually reached the top at an altitude of about nineteen 
thousand feet above sea level. Rising almost perpendicularly to 
the east of our pass was Mount Namcha Barwa or the Blazing 
Mountain of Celestial Metal; its crest glittered far above the 
clouds, for this mountain is over 25,000 feet high (see 
photograph in chapter 15). 

As we looked back along our path we saw that five cairns had 
been built at a lower level, so this track was obviously the right 
one. 

The storm had now passed and the sun was shining again. 
When we looked down on the south side we saw that we were 
surrounded by snowy peaks with behind them range after 
range of lower mountains reaching into the far distance in 
every direction; these looked a smoky blue color as if covered 
by a jungle of trees; we thought that the most distant ones 
might be in Indian territory. 

At our feet the ground looked very rough; it appeared to be a 
moraine with a series of rocks showing deep patches of snow 
between them. There was no way of bypassing this stretch; we 
had to go straight down it. The whole place seemed completely 
desolate, without even traces of wild animals. The surface was 
appallingly slippery; Yak Tulku slid down in a sitting position 
for about fifty yards and was only stopped by a small rock 
within a few feet of a sheer drop. Farther down the gradient 
became, if anything, even steeper; we seemed surrounded by 
cliffs and could see no way of getting by them. Looking back we 
could see that had we attempted to cross either of the other 
two cols it would have been disastrous, for glaciers fell away 
steeply on this side of them; so though our own position was far 



from pleasant, any other way would have been worse. It was 
getting near nightfall and dislodged stones were falling on the 
people in front. We decided to get out of line and to search 
individually for any possible pathway. Tsepa suddenly shouted 
that he thought he had found a way down. It led downward 
through a slight depression between two almost perpendicular 
rocks. Following in Tsepa's track we came to a cave surrounded 
by bushes. By now it was quite dark and since we felt that we 
were safe from any possible unpleasant encounters we made a 
glorious blaze and spent the evening in devotional chanting. 
The nun still had some butter, Akong Tulku's young brother 
some tea, and both Yonten and the peasant family a little 
tsampa, so we had all the basic necessities. This was the first 
night since the beginning of our escape that I slept really 
peacefully. 

December 20. We were desperately short of food, so we could 
not afford to delay. As we walked down in the morning we 
looked at a stretch of snow-covered ground surrounding a large 
lake. We made our way beside it and a little farther on suddenly 
found ourselves at the edge of a steep escarpment which at 
first appeared to be impassable. However there was a crack 
running down it which, though abrupt, had an uneven stony 
surface affording a reasonably firm foothold; the younger 
people among us helped those who found it too difficult. Once 
we got to the bottom everything looked easy, for we were in a 
small valley with a frozen stream running through it and there 
was much less snow. The country was completely deserted with 
no sign of human habitation, the only living creatures being 
wild animals such as deer, foxes, etc. We chose a sheltered 
camping place among rocks, from where we could see distant 
woods of holly and fir. 

December 21 . In the morning we noticed a large patch of green 
which we took for field of grass, but when we reached it we 
found to our horror that it was a large muddy swamp which 
could not be crossed. We tried to walk around it; this presented 



further difficulties, for the whole land was covered with a very 
prickly kind of thorn bush which had to be hacked through with 
every available knife or sword. This was particularly arduous 
work and took a long time. Toward evening we reached the 
junction of two rivers. There was evidence here of recent 
footprints. We thought that this might be a track leading to 
Doshong Pass and that Chinese might be in the neighborhood, 
though the footprints were clearly of Tibetan boots. That night 
we camped among reeds and trees beside the river. 

December 22. As we went on I felt more and more puzzled, for 
everything looked somehow strange. It was all utterly unlike 
anything I had known hitherto; the air was much warmer and 
there were so many unknown trees. We were obviously getting 
near to an inhabited part of the country. That evening, as we 
sat round the fire, we held counsel together. The question was 
whether, if we were within reach of a source of food supplies, 
we could now allow ourselves to consume more of the slender 
remains of our food, or whether, if the Chinese were in the 
district, we must ration ourselves yet more severely. Someone 
suggested that if the Chinese were indeed here, it might be 
best to surrender, for we were in a poor state of health after so 
many acute privations and were near starvation. However, 
most of the party felt sure that there were no Chinese in the 
vicinity and, even if there were, they said that at all costs we 
must not surrender but must still make every effort to escape. 
That night, while trying to sleep, we heard many strange noises 
and at first were greatly disturbed, until we realized that they 
only came from the wild animals around us. 

December 23. We had been continuously going up and down 
the mountain slopes and now hoped to find easier ground. 
However, with every step the way seemed to become more 
difficult; the ground was again rougher and the mountains 
steeper; the trees here grew much taller. In places we had to 
negotiate great rocks, only able to be crossed by narrow 
footholds, with rusty chains for support, which reminded me of 



the track to Rigong Kha; the streams merely had log bridges of 
the most primitive kind. It was so tiring jumping from rock to 
rock that I was beginning to feel at the end of my tether, hardly 
knowing how to go on; but I dared not tell this to anyone for 
fear of discouraging them. We camped in a little cave and again 
saw traces of the same footprints as before. Our tsampa and 
butter were now all but gone, though we still had some tea; 
Tsethar remarked that we would have to reach a village within 
a day or so, otherwise we would all die. A voice called out, "Be 
a strong Khampa and don't lose heart," and everyone laughed. 

December 24. Our journey now took us through yet stranger 
country; there were all sorts of trees forming a dense jungle 
with no level spaces; a tangle of mountains with continual rain 
and mist. For the first time we saw banana trees, but did not 
know that the fruit was edible and dared not experiment. The 
rain poured in torrents all day, splashing up from the ground as 
it fell. Toward evening we found quite a nice cave with many 
signs that travelers had used it before. We now had nothing left 
except tea and a few leather bags. However, we could make a 
good fire and really enjoyed this meager fare. I was touched to 
find that Yonten had still kept a small quantity of tsampa for 
me. After we had eaten, Tsepa volunteered to go down to see if 
he could find a village where he could get some food; he and 
the peasant husband went off together. He said that if he could 
find a village that night he would return to us with supplies, 
but if no village was near, we were to come on next day and he 
would meet us on the way. About an hour after he left, we 
heard the report of a gun; then nothing further. We felt very 
anxious. 

December 25. We stayed in the cave all day and kept up our 
spirits by chanting as we cooked our leather; it was such a 
luxury to have a fire and we stayed on in the cave that night. 

December 26. With the morning light we started off and walked 
down the slope and as we turned uphill again we met the 
peasant husband carrying a large bag of tsampa. To our 



amazement he said that he and Tsepa had overtaken Akong 
Tulku's elder brother in company with Dorje Tsering's wife and 
three nuns and they had given him the tsampa to tide over our 
immediate needs. They told him how they had been captured 
by the Chinese near the backwater, but managed to escape 
from the headquarters where they were being held and had 
afterward joined up with some Kongpo peasants who were also 
escaping. The party had heard Tsepa's gun the night before 
and had been so frightened that they had rushed away. It 
appeared that the gun had only been fired to scare a wild 
animal which seemed as if it might attack. Tsepa had sent the 
peasant husband back to us while he himself went up to the 
village on the mountainside to buy provisions. He sent us a 
message saying that we were to go to a cave below that place 
where the other party was waiting for us; he would join us 
there later with the food. We soon reached the cave and spent a 
very happy morning telling each other of our experiences. They 
told us that a group of them had crossed the river and the 
backwater and had tried to follow us; however, they had lost 
their way and after lying hidden in the long grass for a time 
they reached the village. When the Chinese discovered them, 
there was no fighting; all the refugees were taken prisoner and 
removed to a village which was a local Chinese headquarters, 
on the south side of the Brahmaputra. Their baggage was 
thoroughly searched; all the contents of their amulet boxes 
were thrown out and all religious books were immediately 
destroyed. Each person was privately questioned to find out if 
their stories tallied; they were asked where they came from 
and where they were going. Most of them said that they were 
trying to escape to India, though a few said that they were 
going on pilgrimage to that country. The lamas and leaders 
were separated from the rest and put under guard to be 
interrogated more closely. They were given the most menial 
work to do, such as cleaning out latrines. One of the lamas 
despaired and hanged himself; he had already escaped from 
one prison camp in Derge and this was the second time that he 
had been captured. As other prisoners were brought into the 



camp all our party were relieved to find that no members of our 
little group were among them; but when the Chinese could not 
trace Akong Tulku, Yak Tulku, or me among the senior 
prisoners, they thought we might be lurking disguised among 
the crowd, since they knew that we had been the leaders of the 
party; so the prisoners were checked again, especially the 
younger ones. 

At night everyone was locked up together in a single room, 
but women and the less important men were allowed to go out 
into the village during the day: They were, however, called in 
for individual questioning from time to time. The Chinese 
would then tell them that now that Lhasa was liberated they 
could go there whenever they wished to, there would be no 
trouble on the roads; but of course there were more useful 
things to be done than wandering off on pilgrimages, which 
were indeed only superstition. The prisoners were even told 
that should they wish to go to India for this purpose, the 
Chinese administration were quite ready to let them out; 
however, such a journey would be exceedingly dangerous, for 
anyone might die of starvation or fall ill from the hot climate 
there. 

When a rumor went round the camp that all the able-bodied 
refugees were shortly to be sent north to join labor camps on 
the other side of the Brahmaputra and that the senior people 
and those too old for work were to be sent to concentration 
camps, one of the nuns contrived to buy food for herself and 
Akong Tulku's brother; she also obtained information about the 
best way to reach Doshong Pass. Dorje Tsering's wife and two 
other nuns were also able to procure some food and all five 
managed to escape together. They stopped in a wood the first 
night and crossed the Doshong Pass the following day. Here 
they met the family from Kongpo who knew the country and 
were also making their escape, so they joined forces. 

The Kongpo family were camping in a valley below our cave 
and the man came up to see me, bringing a jug of soup made of 
meat and barley which we much appreciated. He told me how 
he and his people had escaped: It had been very difficult to get 



out of their village as permits were only given to visit friends in 
the near neighborhood and when the visit was over the holder 
had to apply to the local authorities for permission to return to 
his own home. Having obtained the permits to leave his village, 
our friend and his family took the opposite direction toward the 
mountains to the south. A number of the villagers had wanted 
to do the same thing, but knowing the danger they would have 
to encounter in crossing the snowbound Doshong Pass, they 
had not dared to undertake the journey. 

Some refugee lamas from Lower Kongpo were sheltering in 
the small monastery in the village above our cave. A monk 
came down with Tsepa to request me to conduct a devotional 
service for them as well as for the villagers. I was surprised to 
see him wearing a long dagger which looked somehow wrong 
for a monk. He was particularly friendly and invited us all to 
stay in the monastery. However, we felt that this village was too 
near Lower Kongpo and might not be a safe place for us so, 
seeing that one could not get to the monastery and back again 
that same afternoon, we stayed where we were in and around 
the cave. We had an excellent meal with some pork the 
villagers had supplied and made dumplings with their wheat 
flour which they also gave us. We tried the local dish of millet, 
but found this difficult to swallow. 

December 27. Some of our party had bought roast corn from 
the villagers, which we nibbled throughout the day; 
unfortunately we had not realized that it would swell up inside 
us and this, followed by a meal of fat pork, gave us all severe 
stomachaches, so that none of us were able to sleep that night. 
However, we were all feeling comforted, for we thought that 
this part of the country was too wild and unproductive to be of 
much interest to the Communists. A year later, however, the 
Chinese occupied these frontier regions, including this part. 

December 28. The Kongpo refugees remained in the vicinity, 
while we resumed our journey. There are a great many holy 
mountains in this district which is called Pemako; Guru 



Padmasambhava used to meditate in its caves and Tibetans 
have often come here as hermits and pilgrims to practice 
meditation. 

There were many small villages dotted about and we passed 
through wild valleys and crossed streams by very primitive 
bamboo bridges. That night we camped on the bank of a 
stream. 

December 29. Today it was very hard going, for our way led up 
and down slopes covered with large rocks; in some cases rough 
steps had been hewn, in others, it was the old story of narrow 
nitches cut in the rock faces. There were trees and 
undergrowth everywhere and we could not see anything of the 
country around us. To add to our discomfort it was raining very 
hard and we were wet through before we could stop for the 
night. 

December 30. In one of the villages which we passed we 
stopped to rest and some of the villagers, who appeared to be 
very poor, welcomed us bringing small rice cakes cooked in oil 
as well as a local beer also made from rice; as the drink was 
fermented we were unable to accept it and this rather upset 
their sense of hospitality. We were much interested when one of 
the peasants took us up the hill to show us how he grew his 
corn. This required immense labor, for there were only small 
patches among the rocks on the mountainside where it could 
be sown, and it was always in danger of being eaten by the 
many wild animals about the place; to protect it he had built 
small well-thatched sheds from where he could keep watch 
against them. We spent the night on a little hill where there 
was water. 

December 31. When we woke up in the morning we could see 
our next objective, a village high up on the slopes on the other 
side of the river. We crossed this by a slender bamboo bridge 
and, beyond it, found ourselves on steep hard ground. There 
were no rocks, but footholds had been cut on the stony surface 
in a zigzag pattern to make the climb easier. As we went 



farther up we could see the Brahmaputra again, now on its 
southwestward course: The ranges on its south side looked 
very beautiful with patches of cloud and little groups of houses 
dotted about. These foothills of the Himalayas have a continual 
rainfall and everything looked wonderfully green. We could not 
recognize most of the plants here for they were utterly 
different from those which grow in East Tibet. We later learned 
that this is the best time for traveling, for in the winter there 
are no snakes nor leeches about. Our climb was very arduous 
and from the time that we had crossed the river there was no 
water to be had anywhere until we reached a village called 
Pedong late in the afternoon. I had sent a messenger ahead of 
the party to ask if we could be given accommodation for a 
couple of weeks; when we arrived we received a warm 
welcome and were able to rent rooms in various houses. 

I, together with my attendant, Yonten, Tsepa and his wife, 
and the peasant family stayed in the headman's house; our host 
gave me his best room and that evening he himself cooked our 
meal. Some of the dishes were made of stewed leather, which is 
largely eaten in this area; being now nicely cooked with spices 
and vegetables I did not even realize that it was leather. For 
drink he gave us an alcoholic liquor made from wheat and, 
when I asked for tea, he told me that no water was available 
that night and that this drink would be good for us after our 
long journey, since we must be worn out and in need of rest. As 
monks do not touch alcohol we did not drink it, however, and 
pretended that the soup had been enough to quench our thirst, 
which disappointed our host. He was a very gentle and friendly 
man anxious to help us in every way; moreover he knew 
Tibetan and acted as interpreter to all our party, for the 
villagers only spoke the local dialect. 

January 1 . I took a walk in the country outside the village and 
was shocked to see some little boys hunting birds which they 
took home and roasted in their kitchens. When I spoke about 
this to our host he said it was difficult to stop people from 
doing it as it was the custom. Akong Tulku and Yak Tulku had 



had the same experience as ourselves in refusing the alcoholic 
drink, but after we had walked around together and seen for 
ourselves the scarcity of water, we understood the position 
better, for the villagers had to walk a long way down to the 
valley and then dig a hole, into which water would slowly 
trickle. This work was generally done by the women. The 
villagers' chief industry was very fine and artistic basketwork 
colored with beautiful vegetable dyes. 

During the following days I had many talks with the local 
people; they considered themselves to be Buddhists, though all 
this area still showed traces of the ancient Bon religion. There 
were temples in the villages, but the priests in charge were 
singularly lax; they had never received any training, and the 
way to celebrate the rites had merely been handed on orally 
from father to son. They were all married and led more or less 
worldly lives. For the devotional ceremonies, the fathers of the 
household and their sons joined with the priest in charge, while 
the women and children looked on, and these assemblies 
generally included the serving of alcoholic drinks to all by the 
women. Though this part of the country had been considered 
holy since the eighth century, latterly pilgrims who came to 
meditate in the neighboring caves rarely went near the small 
villages so that the indigenous people seldom had any contact 
with instructed Buddhists. 

In the eighth century when Buddhism first began to spread 
into Tibet practices such as the worship of nature spirits and 
the animal sacrifices of the Bon religion were forbidden and 
many Bonpo adherents emigrated to the outlying regions of the 
Himalayas, both to the Pemako district and to parts of Nepal, 
for they could not go to India which at that time was largely 
Buddhist. However, after Buddhism had become universal in 
Tibet the inhabitants of the Pemako area took shelter under the 
name of Buddhism, though still practicing some of the Bon 
rites. On the other hand in the eastern province of Kyungpo the 
people still call themselves Bonpos, though their practice is 
Buddhist in effect; they are known as "White Bonpos." 

In 1950 Diidjom Rinpoche, a renowned teacher of the 



Nyingma order or “order of the ancients" came to Pemako. He 
had already established a monastery in Upper Kongpo and 
wished to found a second one here with a good library his chief 
object being to train monks so that they might instruct the local 
people in the real teachings of Buddhism; in their isolation they 
had sadly lapsed and reform was necessary. Among other 
things he introduced cows, so that the villagers need not be 
solely dependant on hunting wild animals for food. He knew the 
local dialect and could mix with and teach the people himself. 

The villagers told me how much it had meant to them having 
his monastery there to take a lead in this much-needed work of 
reform. At one time they had had a Tibetan monk-official as 
administrator of the district; later, the Chinese had also 
established a headquarters in this area, but had withdrawn 
after two years; they had made very little impression on the 
people. All were now very anti-Chinese and were prepared to 
fight for their liberty, if only with primitive bows and arrows. 
They had made plans to build bridges in such a way that they 
could be demolished at the very moment when the Chinese 
would be crossing them. 

There was no possibility of getting any milk and, since it was 
winter, vegetables were in very short supply; there was nothing 
left for us, therefore, but to fall in with the local custom of 
drinking beer, of which the villagers had large quantities. This, 
combined with better food and rest, certainly renewed our 
health. When our fortnight was up we were ready to go on with 
our journey. 

January 14. After about four hours' walking we came to the 
next village. We had already met many of the inhabitants and 
they had prepared accommodation for all of us. Here the 
houses were brighter and more cheerful and the people wore 
better clothes. I met a lama who had escaped from Upper 
Kongpo with a number of peasant refugees. His account of the 
Chinese persecution was the usual sad one. This party had 
traveled by a different route to the one we had taken. 



January 15. The next village lay farther away Mostly we were 
following the Brahmaputra, but all the villages were situated 
on the slopes of the mountains. A bridge that we saw over the 
river was different from any we had yet seen; it was made of 
very wobbly bamboo wattle; bamboo hoops placed at intervals 
round it served to help the passenger to keep his balance. This 
village had some contact with the Indian side of the Himalayas, 
and consequently there were certain Indian goods to be seen, I 
was amused to meet men wearing pyjamas. Indian coinage was 
partly in circulation here and cuttings of Indian pictures from 
newspapers were often stuck on the walls. The specialty of this 
village was making a particular poison to put on their 
arrowheads which paralyzed the animals they hunted. The 
women sat on their balconies all busily engaged in spinning 
and weaving. The majority of the inhabitants only spoke the 
Mon dialect; however, some of the older ones knew Tibetan and 
we were welcomed and put up for the night. We were told that 
a detachment of Indian guards had been stationed near the 
village who had invited all the villagers to join in their New 
Year festivities on January 1, and the people had been very 
interested to see Indian airplanes in the vicinity. 

I met the priest who was living with his family in the local 
temple; he could speak Tibetan and was proud of the fact that 
he had visited many places in Tibet. He told me that he had 
been in retreat and that its chief benefit had been an increase 
of magical power. We had an argument and I pointed out to him 
that Buddhism teaches that one must go beyond selfish aims: A 
retreat should be to increase spiritual awareness; one must 
start with the five moral precepts. He courteously agreed, after 
which we both remained silent. Yak Tulku, who had been much 
scandalized by the corrupt habits of these people was delighted 
that I had had an opportunity to expound a truly Buddhist way 
of life. He said that, had he been talking to this priest, he would 
probably have lost his temper and said something rude. 

January 16. We started on a long trek, passing several villages 
until we came to the last one on Tibetan territory where we 



camped by the riverbank. We were delighted to have water to 
drink and I now made it a rule that in future no beer was to be 
taken; I was afraid that some of the younger people were 
growing too fond of it. 

January 1 7. Our party of nineteen started out very early It was 
impossible to keep close to the Brahmaputra as the bank was 
too rocky so we had to walk along the mountainside above it. 
The top of the next pass was the boundary between Tibet and 
India. We were still uncertain how we would be received by the 
guards there. There was a big noticeboard facing us painted in 
the colors of the Indian flag, with large letters in Hindi saying 
“Bharat" and English letters saying "India." Below, we saw a 
newly built stupa made of concrete and whitewashed; its 
presence was encouraging. The two men on guard showed 
their welcome as they shook hands with us though we could 
not speak each other's languages. We felt intensely happy at 
this moment and particularly so in seeing the stupa, symbol of 
Buddhism, on Indian soil. 

We walked down a further mile to the check post. The 
soldiers there confiscated Tsepa's gun and my field glasses and 
in sign language indicated that we should go farther down the 
mountainside and not stay where we were. There were various 
soldiers traveling on the road and we heard an airplane 
overhead. Feeling tired after our long day, we camped beside a 
small stream. In the middle of the night a soldier came with an 
interpreter to see what we were up to. He merely woke us up, 
looked round, and went away. 

January 18. Early in the morning another soldier came to our 
camp and, seeing our warm fire, sat down beside it. He was 
smoking and offered us some of his cheroots; we accepted 
them because we did not like to refuse his kindness, but none 
of us smoked. We watched him with the greatest interest; he 
was so different from any Tibetan type, with his pointed nose, 
deep-set eyes, and mustache. Not long after a second soldier 
arrived; he looked more like a Tibetan and could speak our 



language; he said he was a Bhutanese. He had heard of Gyalwa 
Karmapa and told me that his party had arrived in India before 
the Dalai Lama left Lhasa and, to our great sorrow, he added 
that Khyentse Rinpoche of Dzongsar had died. 

A messenger came from the army camp, which was about a 
guarter of a mile away, to tell us to go on to the camp where we 
would be looked after. When we reached it we were shown into 
the dak bungalow which was entirely built of bamboo and the 
walls were covered with basketwork. Everything was 
beautifully arranged with bathroom, etc., and a fully eguipped 
kitchen. We were told that we must rest and were given rice 
and tinned food. We discovered that it was the adjutant of the 
Indian regiment stationed there who was personally looking 
after us; he spoke Tibetan fluently and asked for all our names. 
He understood that we had been abbots of important 
monasteries and told me that he had been privileged to meet 
many lamas who had come by this pass and that he himself was 
a Buddhist. 

January 19. In the morning the adjutant came with his senior 
officer. They made a list of everything that we had brought with 
us and asked particulars about the route that we had taken and 
at what date we had left our monasteries. 

January 20. The adjutant brought us temporary permits to 
show the Indian authorities at the airport. He explained that 
they had little food to spare at the camp as they were rather 
short themselves; but he gave us what he could and told me 
that we should always stay in the local dak bungalows. Before 
leaving he asked for my blessing. 

January 21. The road here was much better; and the bridges 
more strongly built with steel cables. On the way, we met an 
Indian official traveling on his district rounds, with no less than 
five porters to carry his baggage. He was very sympathetic 
about our having had to leave our own country and assured us 
that the Indian government would look after us, just as they 
were looking after the Dalai Lama and other Tibetan refugees. 



His interpreter, the headman of the local village, looked very 
proud of himself in his uniform. This was the country of a 
primitive tribe who worship nature spirits and the whole 
atmosphere here seemed quite different from anything we had 
known before, with no obvious influences either from Tibet or 
the Indian side. There was much greater poverty in the villages 
and the dak bungalow where we stopped for the night was very 
small. There were, however, a few people here who had worked 
in India among Tibetans, and I asked them to teach me a few 
useful Hindi words. 

January 22. We reached the town of Tuting round about midday 
and were shown a bamboo shelter where we could stay the 
night. Due to the rainy weather, here too there was a shortage 
of food and we were told that if we could manage on our own 
small supplies it would be a good thing. In the town there was a 
large camp of different races, all engaged on building houses 
for the army and the government officials in the area. There 
were quite a number of shops and small restaurants, and we 
were able to buy a few necessities, changing our Tibetan coins 
into Indian currency. 

January 23. No one knew how we could get to India proper, for 
there was a waiting list for the few airplanes flying to and fro. 
However, we no longer felt anxious: We were free at last and 
were able to wander about the town at will. I was struck by the 
fact that people here were much gayer and more cheerful than 
in the Communist-controlled Tibetan towns. As we were having 
our midday meal, a messenger came to tell us to go down to 
the airport, as there was every possibility that we would get a 
lift that same evening. A tractor arrived with a trailer behind it, 
into which we all bundled. The winding road led through a 
valley and we came to the gate of the airport. It was built in 
decorative Tibetan style, surmounted by the ashoka emblem. 
We disembarked and waited. No one knew of any airplanes 
likely to arrive that day. The evening drew in and it was quite 
dark. A jeep came to take me to see the local district 



administrator; he gave me a bag of rice and a few vegetables 
and apologized that supplies were so scanty and the 
accommodation so limited. However, he was sure that the plane 
would come the next day. He asked me to leave my blessing in 
the place, that things should go well. I thanked him and 
presented him with a white scarf. We spent that night in the 
hut. 

January 24. In the morning an official came and read out a list 
of our names. He told us that we would be given priority on the 
next plane. It arrived that morning and, since it was a transport 
plane, its cargo of building material was first taken off and 
seats screwed in afterward. There was only room for six of us: 
myself, my own attendant. Yak Tulku and his attendant, 
Tsethar, and Yonten; the rest of the party followed in a second 
plane that same day. 

This, our first flight, was a strange new experience, skimming 
over cloud-covered mountains, seeing far below us the small 
villages and footpaths leading up to them; only by the moving 
shadow of the plane on the ground could we gauge how fast we 
were traveling. 

We thought about the teaching of impermanence; this was a 
complete severance of all that had been Tibet and we were 
traveling by mechanized transport. As the moments passed, the 
mountain range was left behind, and the view changed to the 
misty space of the Indian plains stretching out in front of us. 

Ugyen Tendzin had waited until he had taken the last fugitives 
across the Brahmaputra backwater; then he escaped himself. It 
had been easier for him to travel as a single man and he had 
followed the Brahmaputra all the way and reached India about 
a month later. Some of Repon's party, including himself, 
succeeded in getting away from the Chinese camp and arrived 
in India some months later, where he is now. 

A few of the refugees from Drolma Lhakhang, after crossing 
the backwater, managed to escape capture and they also made 
their way to India. 



Lama Riwa's party which had stayed at Rigong Kha and went 
on by the Yigong Valley were all captured by the Chinese, but 
escaped, reaching safety after a very difficult journey 
Nothing has been heard of Karma Tendzin, the queen of 
Nangchen and her party, nor of Lama Ugyen's group of monks 
who went to the pilgrimage valley 



The banner of victory. 



Song of the Wanderer in Powo Valley 1 


To the one greater than all the gods, beyond compare, 
O Padma Tri-me, remembering your deep kindnesses, 
Sad songs of love and irresistible devotion, 

Among the rocks and snows and lakes, well up in me. 

I see the snowy mountain reach to heaven 
Pagoda-like, the clouds are its necklaces; 

But when the red wind of evening scatters them , 

How sad to see its body naked and bare. 

This lake of liquid sky\ the earth's great ornament , 

The measure of the fullness of my mind— 

When fish and otter fight there for their lives , 

How many drops of blood are spread upon it. 

Mortal, yet once we enjoyed the masquerade; 

Now we see clearly all things perishing. 

The Powo Valley is a charnel ground, 

1, Chogyam , will leap and dance toward the east. 

The red-headed vulture on the graveyard tree, 

The crocodile who sleeps in the graveyard waters— 
How brave they are, devouring human corpses, 

Not knowing another preys on their own dead flesh. 

In this dark age, when nephew slaughters uncle , 

And neighbors all are barbarous enemies 
And everywhere the poison fog seeps irresistibly; 

I call time and again upon my Guru Father ■ 

And his face of kindness, real beyond alteration, 


Unborn, undying, rises from my heart. 

Out of all time, he utters the highest teaching, 
And I go forth to freedom, his only son. 


1. The Powo Valley is the name given to the whole surrounding district; Padma Tri- 
me is the personal name of my guru. 


Epilogue to the 1977 Edition 

Planting the Dharma in the West 


S eventeen years after my departure from Tibet, I am writing 
this in Land O'Lakes, Wisconsin, where I am conducting 
the 1976 Vajradhatu Seminary for 130 advanced students, 
instructing them in meditation and the journey of the three 
yanas. Looking back, my thoughts are filled with appreciation 
for my teachers and tutors and the powerful world of Tibet. 
There is some sense of desolation, of aloneness, but I would not 
call it nostalgia. I have never felt nostalgic about anything. 
What I feel now is a sense of maturity. 

My stay in India from 1959 to 1963 was filled with 
fascination and inquisitiveness. By contrast to the medieval 
world of Tibet, India was a very modern place. Here for the 
first time I had contact with Westerners, and I realized that it 
was absolutely necessary for me to study their language in 
order to spread the dharma. During this period I served as 
spiritual advisor to the Young Lamas Home School, a role to 
which I was appointed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Forced 
from their homeland, many of my people seemed to have 
scattered their spirit and dignity; without the presence and 
activity of His Holiness's Tibetan government-in-exile, things 
would have been much worse. 

While in India, I had the opportunity to meet with Prime 
Minister Nehru as well as President Radhakrishnan. Both were 
impressive men, philosopher-statesmen who combined, with no 
incongruity, spiritual quality and political ability. Outstanding 
among the many Westerners I met was Freda Bedi, now Sister 
Karma Kechog Palmo, who worked with the Central Social 
Welfare Board of the Indian government overseeing the Tibetan 



refugees. She extended herself to me as a sort of destined 
mother and savior. In Kalimpong I met John Driver, a man who 
impressed me both by his insight and brilliance as well as by 
his remarkable devotion to Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche. He 
tutored me in English and definitely inspired me to go 
eventually to Europe to teach. At the same time, I realized 
there was much more to learn about Western culture. Through 
John Driver, Freda Bedi, and the Tibet Society of the United 
Kingdom, I received a Spalding sponsorship in 1963 to attend 
Oxford University, with Akong to accompany me. We sailed 
from Bombay to Tilbury aboard the P & O Line, an exciting 
journey made even more so by being completely surrounded by 
Westerners. 

My first impression of England was that it was very clean and 
orderly and, on the whole, very strange—unlike anything I had 
ever seen before. Arriving at Oxford was a moving experience. 
Coming from Tibet and India, one's preconception of the West 
was of a stark modern realm, but it turned out to have its own 
dignified culture, which I began to appreciate while living and 
studying at Oxford. My stay there was quite good, apart from 
the air pollution, and I learned a great deal. Among other 
subjects, I studied comparative religion and philosophy; with 
John Driver's help, the reading of Plato and other Western 
philosophers became fascinating, in spite of my difficulty in 
following some of the lectures. The fine arts in particular 
intrigued me. The manner in which recent Western art cut 
through all hesitations to freely express whatever strange 
things came out of one's head was certainly different from the 
oriental tradition in art. Occasionally, I visited London and the 
museums. 

But there was also a sense of dissatisfaction. My ambition 
was to teach and spread the dharma. I was strongly 
encouraged by visits to Prinknash Monastery and Stanbrook 
Abbey, which demonstrated that the contemplative life could be 
carried out in the West. With the great help and inspiration of 
Esme Cramer Roberts, the first edition of Born in Tibet was 
published in 1966. Nevertheless, there was as yet no situation 



in which I could begin to make a full and proper presentation of 
the teachings of Buddhism. This now began to change. Ananda 
Bodhi, senior incumbent of the English Sangha Vihara and 
founder of a Buddhist contemplative center in Scotland called 
Johnstone House, proposed turning the direction of the House 
over to myself and Akong. The Johnstone House trustees 
invited us up to conduct a retreat. At once the fresh air and 
beautiful rolling hills of Dumfriesshire invigorated me and filled 
me with joyous expectation. After a series of further visits, 
Johnstone House was finally turned over to us and we moved 
in, giving it the name of Samye Ling Meditation Centre. This 
was a forward step. Nevertheless, it was not entirely satisfying, 
for the scale of activity was small, and the people who did come 
to participate seemed to be slightly missing the point. 

In 1968 I was invited by the royal family of Bhutan to pay a 
visit—I had been providing tutoring in Buddhism to the young 
crown prince, Jigme Wangchuk, now the king of Bhutan, who 
was then studying at Ascot. Before reaching Bhutan, I stayed 
for a few days at the Central Hotel in Calcutta where I had the 
good fortune to meet Father Thomas Merton. He was in 
Calcutta attending some kind of collective religious conference, 
and he was appalled at the cheapness of the spiritual values 
that various of the conference participants were advocating. 
Father Merton himself was an open, unguarded, and deep 
person. During these few days, we spent much time together 
and grew to like one another immensely. He proposed that we 
should collaborate on a book bringing together sacred writings 
of the Catholic and Vajrayana Buddhist traditions. Father 
Merton's sudden death shortly thereafter was a tremendous 
loss, to me personally and to the world of genuine spirituality. 

Traveling on to Bhutan, I was warmly greeted by Her Majesty 
the Queen. Throughout my visit Her Majesty, who is now the 
Queen Mother, accorded me overwhelmingly kind hospitality. 
Also, the royal family had selected as their spiritual advisor 
Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, whom I now met again with a very 
full heart. 

Of tremendous significance to my future activity were the ten 



days of this visit which I spent in retreat at Tagtsang. Tagtsang 
is the place in Bhutan where, over a thousand years ago. Guru 
Rinpoche (Padmasambhava) first manifested himself in the 
wrathful form of Dorje Trolo and subjugated evil forces before 
entering Tibet. Since I had never been to Central Tibet or seen 
the great holy places of Guru Rinpoche or of the Kagyii 
forefathers, this visit to Tagtsang was very moving for me. The 
place is spacious and awe-inspiring, and one can still feel the 
presence of Guru Rinpoche. During my retreat there I was able 
to reflect on my life and particularly on how to propagate the 
dharma in the West. I invoked Guru Rinpoche and the Kagyii 
forefathers to provide vision for the future. For a few days 
nothing happened. Then there came a jolting experience of the 
need to develop more openness and greater energy. At the 
same time there arose a feeling of deep devotion to Karma 
Pakshi, the second Karmapa, and to Guru Rinpoche. I realized 
that in fact these two were one in the unified tradition of 
mahamudra and ati. Filled with the vivid recognition of them 
and their oneness, I composed in two days the Sadhana of 
Mahamudra , of twenty-four pages. Its purpose was to bring 
together the two great traditions of the Vajrayana, as well as to 
exorcise the materialism which seemed to pervade spiritual 
disciplines in the modern world. The message that I had 
received from my supplication was that one must try to expose 
spiritual materialism and all its trappings, otherwise true 
spirituality could not develop. I began to realize that I would 
have to take daring steps in my life. 

Returning from Bhutan through India, I was delighted to 
meet again with His Holiness Karmapa and also His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama. I also made the acquaintance at this time of 
Mr. James George, the Canadian High Commissioner to India, 
and his wonderful family. Mr. George is a wise and benevolent 
man, an ideal statesman, who holds great respect and faith for 
the teachings of Buddhism. 

I returned to Samye Ling, reflecting on the experience of 
Tagtsang. One positive message which awaited me was the 
approval of my application for British citizenship. This I felt 



very good about, as a confirmation of my appreciation for 
English culture and, on my side, as a gesture toward working 
with the occidental world and its own valid traditions. I was 
proud to become a British subject and resident of Scotland, and 
I was in fact the first Tibetan ever to become Her Majesty's 
British subject. 

Nevertheless, there remained some hesitation as to how to 
throw myself completely into proclaiming the dharma to the 
Western world, uprooting spiritual materialism and developing 
further compassion and affection. I went through several 
months of ambivalence, of feeling pushed forward and pulled 
back simultaneously, unable to respond clearly in spite of a 
series of small warnings. Then driving one day in 
Northumberland, I blacked out at the wheel of my car, ran off 
the road, and smashed through the front of a joke shop. I was 
brought to Newcastle General Hospital. In spite of the pain, my 
mind was very clear; there was a strong sense of 
communication—finally the real message had got through—and 
I felt a sense of relief and even humor. Twenty-four hours later, 
awakening suddenly, I found that my left side was paralyzed. 

When plunging completely and genuinely into the teachings, 
one is not allowed to bring along one's deceptions. I realized 
that I could no longer attempt to preserve any privacy for 
myself, any special identity or legitimacy. I should not hide 
behind the robes of a monk, creating an impression of 
inscrutability which, for me, turned out to be only an obstacle. 
With a sense of further involving myself with the sangha, I 
determined to give up my monastic vows. More than ever I felt 
myself given over to serving the cause of Buddhism. 

I decided at this time to marry a young lady of the Pybus 
family, a very devoted Buddhist who inspired me in my work. 
She, with her problems of departing from her culture to 
become a full-fledged Buddhist practitioner, and I, also desiring 
to transcend cultural boundaries, both felt it a good idea to be 
married and provide a united front in devoting ourselves to the 
cause of buddhadharma. Her name was Diana Judith, innocent 
and cheerful. We were married at the registrar's office in 



Edinburgh, to the consternation of her mother and other family 
members. Her father had died a few years earlier, but 
apparently he had been an open-minded man who was 
intrigued with Buddhism and had given Diana a few hints about 
the existence of Buddhist wisdom before his death. (Recently 
Mrs. Pybus, Diana's mother, moved to the United States and, 
meeting her for the first time, apart from a brief encounter 
before the marriage, I found that she is a magnificent woman 
of tremendous energy and insight. We now enjoy a close 
relationship, and her dignity and breadth of vision have 
enhanced my world.) After our marriage, Diana took my family 
name of Mukpo, which is the name of one of the six major 
tribes of Tibet. My family is descended from the famous Lord 
Mukpo, Gesar of Ling. 

The marriage stirred up a great deal of conflict among 
students at Samye Ling, who were unable to understand the 
significance of it. The conflict became intense. One individual, 
by the name of Christopher Woodman, showed particular 
delight at this conflict. Mr. Woodman was so inspired by the 
prospect of jealous warfare against myself and Diana that he 
attempted to convince the London Buddhist Society and other 
Buddhist organizations in Britain that my sense of dedication 
should be regarded as that of a neurotic criminal. 

Matters having reached such a point, I invoked again and 
again the inspiration of Dorje Trolo Karma Pakshi. I even 
consulted the I Ching, which indicated that one should cross 
the great water. I did not want to waste further time in waging 
war, but rather felt determined to proceed in my work of 
propagating the dharma. In view of this, and the meager 
potential for genuine Buddhism in Britain at this time, I 
decided to journey to the American continent. 

America was fresh and unknown territory for me, although 
there were some people there to whom I was known. Born in 
Tibet had been published in the United States in 1968. In 1969 
Meditation in Action , drawn from a series of talks at Samye 
Ling, was published by the English firm of Stuart and Watkins. 
A young American bookseller by the name of Samuel Bercholz 



saw it during a visit with the publisher and was immediately 
inspired to bring it out in America. Meditation in Action 
appeared in the United States as the first book published by 
Shambhala Publications, in the autumn of 1969, just a few 
months before my arrival. The response to it was very positive. 
One indication of this was an invitation from a group at the 
University of Colorado to come to Boulder and teach. Also, a 
number of American students who had been at Samye Ling had 
left for the United States before me as a vanguard to prepare 
for my arrival. They had purchased a 434-acre farm in northern 
Vermont, to which they gave the name Tail of the Tiger. 

With the invitation from Boulder and the news of the 
establishment of Tail of the Tiger, added to the growing 
inhospitableness of our situation in Scotland, Diana and I 
departed for America. My physical disability and her youth 
made the journey, and what lay ahead of us, all the more 
exciting. On the airplane from Glasgow to Toronto, we talked of 
conquering the American continent, and we were filled with a 
kind of constant humor. As we did not yet have a visa to enter 
the United States, we proceeded to Montreal, where we spent 
the next six weeks living in a small apartment. Students from 
Tail of the Tiger came up to visit, and I also responded to 
several requests to teach in Montreal. In May of 1970, we 
obtained our visa and entered the United States. 

At Tail of the Tiger we found an undisciplined atmosphere 
combining the flavors of New York City and hippies. Here too 
people still seemed to miss the point of dharma, though not in 
the same way as in Britain, but in American free-thinking style. 
Everyone was eager to jump into tantric practices at once. 
Traveling to California on a teaching tour set up by Tail of the 
Tiger and Mr. Bercholz, I encountered many more free-style 
people indulging themselves in confused spiritual pursuits. The 
saving grace of this visit was the warm hospitality offered me 
by Mr. Bercholz and his colleagues in Shambhala Publications, 
which was located in Berkeley. At the same time, I realized that 
the energy behind people's fascinations was beginning to 
lighten and that America held genuine possibilities for 



receiving the dharma. Meeting the students of other teachers 
was especially disappointing. These students seemed to lack 
any understanding of discipline, and purely to appreciate 
teachers who went along with their own neurosis. No one 
seemed to be presenting a way of cutting through the students' 
neurosis. One outstanding exception to this situation was 
Shunryu Suzuki Roshi and his students, whose presence felt 
like a breath of fresh air. I would have more contact with them 
later. 



Vidyadhara the Venerable Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, February 1977. 
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Diana Mukpo riding dressage. 


I returned to Tail of the Tiger where I presented my first long 
seminar in this country consisting of seventeen talks on 
Gampopa's text The Jewel Ornament of Liberation. This was 
followed by a similar seminar on the life and teachings of 
Milarepa. During this period Diana returned to England to try 
and fetch my eight-year-old Tibetan son, Osel Rangdro, who 
had remained behind in the care of Christopher Woodman. To 
our surprise, Mr. Woodman refused to let him go, deciding to 
hold him as a captive. A court case followed which resulted in 
Osel being temporarily sent to live at the Pestalozzi Children's 
Village in Sussex. Here I visited him for ten days in the autumn 
of 1970. It was not until the following year that we were able to 
bring Osel to live with us in America. 

From England, I flew directly to Denver, Colorado, where I 
was received by the University of Colorado group. They 
provided initial hospitality, putting me up in a cabin in Gold 
Hill, an old mining town in the mountains above Boulder. After 
a few weeks, I moved to a larger house in Four Mile Canyon 
near Boulder, where Diana joined me. Both of us took a strong 
liking to the city of Boulder, its fresh air, its manageable size, 
and of course its mountains. I began to teach and a community 
of students began to gather, renting a house on Alpine Street to 
which I gave the name Anitya Bhavan, “House of 




Impermanence." Gradually the feeling of the students was 
changing and I saw definite potential for transforming them 
from homegrown dilettantes into genuine disciplined people. 

As the enthusiasm for meditation practice and study grew, so 
did our membership. A group of students of Swami 
Satchidananda's Integral Yoga Institute first hosted us, then 
joined us, and we took over their practice facilities on Pearl 
Street in downtown Boulder. One California disciple of Swami 
Satchidananda, a young American of Italian background, came 
to me with an invitation to attend a World Enlightenment 
Festival. He was known as Narayana, a colorful personality 
with lots of smiles, possessing the charm of American Hindu 
diplomacy. From the first, I felt some definite sense of 
connection with him. 

In March of 1971 Diana gave birth to a son. Witnessing the 
birth, I was filled with a sense of delight and of the child's 
sacredness. His Holiness the Dalai Lama gave him the name of 
Tendzin Lhawang, and I added Taktruk, meaning "tiger's cub." 
Later he was recognized by His Holiness Karmapa as the 
rebirth of one of his teachers, Surmang Tendzin Rinpoche. 

The energy and openness of the students now began to 
unfold quite rapidly, and we formally established a meditation 
center in Boulder under the name of Karma Dzong, "Fortress of 
Action." In addition, after a certain amount of searching, we 
purchased 360 acres of land west of Fort Collins, Colorado, 
which we called the Rocky Mountain Dharma Center. The first 
students who moved on to this land were a group of young and 
quite innocent hippies who called themselves "The Pygmies." 

During this period I traveled a great deal. On my second visit 
to California, I was able to spend more time with Suzuki Roshi, 
and this proved to be an extraordinary and very special 
experience. Suzuki Roshi was a Zen master in the Soto Zen 
tradition who had come to America in 1958 and founded the 
Zen Center, San Francisco, and Zen Mountain Center at 
Tassajara Springs. He was a man of genuine Buddhism, 
delightful and profound, full of flashes of Zen wit. In the 
example of his spiritual power and integrity, I found great 



encouragement that genuine Buddhism could be established in 
America. His students were disciplined and dedicated to the 
practice of meditation, and on the whole presented themselves 
as precise and tidy. Mrs. Suzuki also I found to be a wonderful 
woman who was very generous to both myself and Diana. 

When Suzuki Roshi died in December of 1971, I was left with 
a feeling of great lonesomeness. Yet his death had the effect on 
me of arousing further strength; his genuine effort to plant the 
dharma in America must not be allowed to die. I did, however, 
feel especially keenly the loss of the possibility of exploring 
further the link between Tibetan and Japanese culture. Since 
coming to the West, I have become increasingly fascinated with 
aesthetics and the psychology of beauty. Through Suzuki 
Roshi's spiritual strength and his accomplishments in the arts 
of the Zen tradition, I felt I could have learned much more in 
these areas. 

During this period my presentation of the dharma to students 
was based on the practice of pure sitting meditation, the 
traditional shamatha-vipashyana technique presented by the 
Buddha. Students maintained a daily sitting practice, as well as 
taking intensive solitary and group meditation retreats. The 
other major element in my teaching was continual warnings 
against dilettantism, spiritual shopping, and the dangers of 
spiritual materialism. The enthusiasm and trust of students all 
over America continued to accelerate, with the result that local 
centers for study and practice sprang up in different parts of 
the United States and Canada. To all of these centers we gave 
the name Dharmadhatu, meaning “Space of Dharma." Now, 
inspired by the strength of my encounter with Suzuki Roshi and 
by the genuine friendship of my own students, I decided to 
establish Vajradhatu, a national organization with offices in 
Boulder to oversee and unify the present and future 
Dharmadhatus. Narayana became an early member of 
Vajradhatu's board of directors. 

Alongside the traditional teachings and practice of Buddhism, 
one of my principal intents was to develop a Buddhist culture, 
one which would transcend the cultural characteristics of 



particular nationalities. An early step in this direction was the 
establishment of the Mudra theater group. It developed out of a 
notorious theater conference which we hosted in Boulder early 
in 1973 bringing together our students and members of various 
experimental theater groups from around the country such as 
the Open Theater, the Byrd-Hoffmann, and the Provisional 
Theater. Amid the variety of demonstrations and exchanges 
taking place among the participants, my personal style and 
uncompromisingness had both positive and negative effects; in 
any case, all of the participants became highly energized. 
Following this conference, I presented to our own Mudra 
theater group the notion of training body, speech, and mind 
rather than immediately embarking on conventional 
performances. I introduced a series of exercises based on 
Tibetan monastic dance and the oriental martial arts which 
focused on the principles of center and space and their mutual 
intensification and diffusion. Members of the Mudra group 
have maintained a regular practice over the years and are now 
at the point of presenting performances to the public, which 
they have begun with two short plays of my own composition. 

The Mudra approach to theater has a parallel in the Maitri 
project, which also got under way at this time. The idea for it 
arose from a discussion that Suzuki Roshi and I had had 
concerning the need for a therapeutic facility for disturbed 
individuals interested in meditation. The Maitri approach to 
therapy involves working the different styles of neurosis 
through the tantric principles of the five buddha families. 
Rather than being subjected to any form of analysis, individuals 
are encouraged to encounter their own energies through a 
meditation practice employing various postures in rooms of 
corresponding shapes and colors. A major facility for these 
practices, the Maitri Center, is located on a secluded, ninety- 
acre farm outside of New York City. 

In May of 1973 my third son, Gesar Arthur, was born. We 
named him after the two great warrior kings, of ancient Tibet 
and England. Later he was recognized by Khyentse Rinpoche 
and His Holiness Karmapa as the rebirth of my own root guru. 



Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen. 

As students became more completely involved with practice 
and study I felt there was a need for more advanced training in 
the tradition of Jamgon Kongtriil the Great and of the Kagyii 
contemplative order. A situation was needed in which a 
systematic and thorough presentation of the dharma could be 
made. Accordingly I initiated the annual Vajradhatu Seminary 
a three-month intensive practice and study retreat for mature 
students. The first of these seminaries, involving eighty 
students, took place at Jackson Hole, Wyoming, in the autumn 
of 1973. Periods of all-day sitting meditation alternated with a 
study program methodically progressing through the three 
yanas of Buddhist teaching, hinayana, mahayana, and 
vajrayana. 

This progress through the three yanas was also manifested in 
the development of the community itself. Through the strict 
discipline of sitting practice, students were encouraged to 
develop warmth and a greater compassion toward themselves. 
Beyond this, it was necessary for them to have compassion 
toward their world and to share what they had learned with 
others. Working for the benefit of others is at the heart of the 
Buddhist approach, particularly that of the mahayana. I began 
to appoint some of the older students as meditation instructors 
to work with newer ones. These individuals are instructors in a 
very strict sense; their role is not to theorize or analyze but just 
to transmit what they themselves have learned and understood. 

Going further in our effort to expand communication with 
others, we evolved the plan of establishing the Naropa 
Institute. The purpose of this institute is, first of all, to provide 
a vessel for the development of bodhisattva activity among both 
teachers and students. It emphasizes the discipline of learning 
and the appreciation of our heritages of both the Orient and 
the Occident, grounded in meditation practice and commitment 
to personal development. The first session of the institute in 
the summer of 1974 attracted over two thousand students. 
Among other prominent teachers who participated, perhaps the 
most colorful was Ram Dass; the interplay between the two of 



us during the course of the summer was delightfully humorous. 
After a second highly successful summer in 1975, Naropa 
Institute adopted a year-round degree-granting program. 

By this time my relationship with my students had become 
entirely natural, and the flow of communication between us 
was effortless. There was a need, however, for them to witness 
other teachers of our lineage. In the autumn of 1974, with 
perfect timing. His Holiness Karmapa made his first visit to the 
West. Arriving in New York, he traveled across the country 
visiting each of our main centers. While at Tail of the Tiger, at 
my request he gave it the new Tibetan name of Karme Choling, 
"Dharma Place of the Karma Kagyiis." In spite of a certain 
amount of uncertainty and clumsiness on the part of the 
students. His Holiness was extremely pleased with them and 
with what I had accomplished. Many people had the great 
fortune of participating in the Vajra Crown ceremony as well as 
several abhisekas which His Holiness performed. The visit 
served as a landmark to confirm that the dharma had actually 
taken root in the soil of America. His Holiness issued a 
proclamation confirming the existence of Buddhism in America 
and the fulfilment of my role as a Vajra Master, further 
empowering me as Vajracharya, a spiritual master of the 
highest level. 

Following the first Vajradhatu Seminary I had transmitted to 
a small group of close students the preliminary practices of the 
vajrayana. With the introduction of these practices, along with 
the enormous inspiration to devotion aroused by the visit of His 
Holiness, the true vajrayana style of surrender combined with 
complete discipline began to show through in our sangha. One 
example of this was that the contingent of voluntary 
bodyguards who had served His Holiness requested after his 
departure to remain active on a permanent basis, to assist me 
personally and to prevent any interruptions to our work. 

By now Vajradhatu had become one of the foremost Buddhist 
institutions in America. Its growth had been natural and 
unforced, but in order to accommodate such large-scale work, 
it became clearly necessary to employ a number of the students 



as a permanent staff. In the beginning most of these 
administrators were complete amateurs. Coming to their work 
purely as practitioners of meditation, they learned from their 
experience, step by step, and developed increasing 
administrative capabilities, combining efficiency with a wakeful 
sense of humor. Narayana has been an outstanding example of 
this process. Another is my private secretary, David Rome, who 
has been a reliable companion and confidant to me for the last 
four years and has helped a lot in inspiring my work. 

During all of this time my wife Diana has been a considerable 
source of encouragement to me, as she has involved herself 
with dharma practice and the care of our children. Also, she 
has revived an interest from her own childhood in horses, 
which has led to her becoming a student of the classical school 
of equitation known as dressage, exemplified by the Spanish 
Riding School of Vienna. She has made extremely rapid 
progress in working up to the level of Grand Prix, and the two 
of us share a keen interest in the art of horsemanship. 

All in all, my sense at each point on the way has been one of 
trying very hard at first, then relaxing and thinking to the 
future. By now, I feel, the major obstacles have been overcome 
and there is a sense of having achieved what was envisaged. 
No doubt there is much more work and many adventures still 
awaiting me, and for these I feel prepared. Whatever I have 
done has been guided by the blessings of Jamgon Kongtriil, and 
his presence is closer now than ever before. There is a constant 
sense of gratitude to my tutors and of appreciation for the 
Tibetan wisdom which was imparted to me, everything from 
how to pitch a tent to the attainment of enlightenment. I feel 
young and old at the same time. 

In order to impart this wealth to so many people, and to 
ensure that everything will not stop at my death, it is necessary 
to have one person as an inheritor, someone whom I can train 
and observe over a period of many years. For a long time it was 
in my mind to appoint Narayana to this role, and in the summer 
of 1976 I did so, empowering him as Dorje Gyaltsap, Vajra 
Regent. Assuming the refuge name which I had given him 



several years before of Osel Tendzin, “Radiant Holder of the 
Teachings/' he took on his heavy responsibility feeling 
burdened by it but tremendously inspired. Six hundred people 
attended the ceremony of his empowerment. There was a wide 
range of reactions; mostly people were deeply moved that a 
future holder of the lineage could be an American. 
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Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche and the Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche. 
PHOTO: LEE WEINGRAD. 



Karme Choling in Barnet, Vermont. 
PHOTO: JANE COHEN. 


Osel Tendzin himself is arrogant and humble, resourceful and 
impatient, and always willing to regard his position as a further 
training process. Working with him takes no struggle, and he is 
quick to apply what he has learned. My training of him is 
primarily through close and critical observation. My approach 




to administration and the community in general has been to 
give more and more responsibility to people but to hold the 
nerve center in my control, and I am teaching Osel Tendzin to 
do likewise. 

For their part, community members are taking on more and 
more duties, contributing their full- or part-time energy A large 
number of authorized meditation instructors throughout the 
country work personally with newer students. In a few cases 
early leaders in the administration have fallen out through 
ambition and lack of vision, but they have remained as faithful 
practitioners. On the whole I find that all of the members of the 
community are becoming mature people committed to working 
on themselves and for others. They begin to feel at home in 
their new Buddhist world. In their manner of respecting and 
helping each other there is no need for big brothers, yet they 
have a genuine affection for leadership and sense of constant 
forward vision. They begin to present themselves with 
confidence and even elegance, although there could still be 
problems of exclusivity and self-satisfaction. 

Throughout this time I have been conducting numerous 
seminars and public talks, making regular visits to the east and 
west coasts, and each year there have been more people in 
attendance. The size of our centers, as well as of the 
Vajradhatu Seminary, has grown accordingly. In the autumn of 
1976 we completed a major construction project at Karme 
Choling, including a large shrine hall, halls for vajrayana 
practice, classrooms, dining hall, library, staff quarters, and 
dormitories for visitors. In Boulder we purchased a large older 
building to accommodate the expanded office needs of Karma 
Dzong and Vajradhatu. Community members did extensive 
renovation work on the building, to which we gave the name 
Dorje Dzong, and the top floor was converted into a handsome 
shrine hall capable of accommodating six hundred people. 
Other projects are in the planning, including a major group 
retreat facility at the Rocky Mountain Dharma Center. 

We have also had more wonderful visits from teachers of the 
lineage. Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche made an extensive visit in 



1976 which was personally very moving for me. The response 
of our students and the progress in their practice have 
certainly contributed to prolonging his life, and he has 
promised to visit us again. His Holiness Dudjom Rinpoche, 
head of the Nyingma order, also paid us a visit, and his 
teachings have greatly benefited many of our students. 

As I conclude my writing of this chapter. His Holiness 
Karmapa is with us again on his second visit, accompanied by 
the twenty-two-year-old Jamgon Kongtriil of Palpung, whose 
previous incarnation ordained me when I was eight years old. 
This time the hospitality and genuineness of His Holiness' 
reception have been spotless, reflecting the maturity of the 
students, their lack of resistance, and their fearless devotion. 
Consequently His Holiness is enjoying himself thoroughly, as if 
coming to America were returning home rather than traveling 
to a foreign country. He has given his confirmation and blessing 
to Osel Tendzin as Vajra Regent as well as to my son Gesar as 
the rebirth of Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen. He has also 
requested me to act as one of the principal organizers of an 
international affiliation of Karma Kagyii institutions. 

At this point, for the purpose of reviewing what has been 
achieved and what needs to be done further, as well as to 
devote time to practice, I have decided to set aside the year of 

1977 for a personal retreat. During this year all of my students, 
headed by Osel Tendzin, will have the opportunity to continue 
on their own. I have no doubt that they will be able to carry out 
the vision of the golden sun of dharma, energetically extending 
themselves for the benefit of beings and arousing the authentic 
dawn of Vajrasattva. 


Editor's note: Small revisions were made to the 1977 epilogue following the author's 
death, according to instructions given in 1985. It is the revised epilogue that 
appears here. 



Epilogue to the 1971 Edition 


I t is eleven years since we arrived in India and I've since 
traveled twice as far again to Colorado, U.S.A., where I am 
writing this from my home. Upon being asked to do an epilogue 
for this new edition of Born in Tibet , I began to think about the 
nature of these last years. Their most outstanding quality has 
been the strength of the teachings, which have been a constant 
source of inspiration during this time in India, Britain, and 
America. 

Adapting to these new ways of life after the colorful and 
simple quality of Tibet, where people were so in touch with 
their natural environment, has been truly a great adventure. It 
has been made possible by the continually active presence of 
Jamgon Kongtriil of Sechen and Khenpo Gangshar, my 
teachers. They taught about a basic sanity that has nothing to 
do with time and place. They taught about the neurotic aspects 
of the mind and the confusion in political, social, and other 
structures of life, which are universal. I have seen many fellow 
Tibetans as well as Westerners drawn into these problems. 

Jamgon Kongtriil had incredibly precise insight when he dealt 
with people's minds, not only in the technical aspect of 
teaching meditation and philosophy, but also in the whole feel 
of his communication in which he acted as a host or mirror. He 
had that kind of patience which permits other people to grow. 
His inspiring way of teaching allowed his disciples vast 
amounts of space and encouraged confidence in their own 
energy. His skillful means were the embodiment of all those 
qualities of being truly awake; a miracle. The great wisdom of 
the lineage was manifested in him. For me the inspiration that 
he gave is so complete and unique that I have no further desire 



to hunt for another guru. 

He always used an event or situation as part of the 
understanding of the universality of a guru. When my 
relationship to him became too ego-gratifying, he would leave 
and have Khenpo Gangshar work with me. This would shock 
me through the hesitations and clinging to the guru as the only 
savior. This situation forced me to rely on independent 
intelligence. For example, Kongtriil would not help me work out 
the very complicated administration of my monastery. 

I felt that in some ways this spiritual journey was made with 
Khenpo Gangshar (whose name means "whatever rises is self- 
liberated") while we worked together on the philosophical texts 
of the abhidharma, madhyamaka, prajnaparamita, and many 
others. There had to be a transition from learning to practice. 
This was particularly reinforced by seeing the human aspect of 
the abstract political and religious tensions and by learning 
about compassion and communication. For instance, the 
teachings had to be presented in simple and direct language to 
laypeople. I had to throw hesitation overboard and go directly 
with the dance of life. Khenpo Gangshar taught that the 
teachings of yogis like Tilopa and Naropa still applied to 
twentieth-century man. Again a situation similar to that with 
Jamgon Kongtriil developed. This occurred when I had to 
decide whether or not to leave Tibet. So there was a continuing 
state of aloneness and the simplicity inherent in it. 

Living in India and then in the West has been a process of 
progressively leaving behind those physical things connected 
with home. In India I still had the security of some familiar 
things and the warmth of friends. While receiving an 
introduction to new situations, my life continued the karmic 
pattern of teaching and learning. 

The inspiration of Kongtriil Rinpoche's teaching on 
communication and a succession of coincidences, including a 
Spalding scholarship, brought me to England and into contact 
with the people and the rich details of life at Oxford. It seemed 
to be a survey of new ground. It was also the first time I had 
been the object of that fascination which is noncommunicative 



and nonrelating, of being seen as an example of a species 
rather than as an individual: "Let's go see the lamas at Oxford." 

Born in Tibet was the first attempt to get through the cultural 
barriers publicly. The book was received somewhat as a 
description or travelogue, but the atmosphere of the teachings 
did not seem to be generally perceived. 

One particularly beautiful thing to hear in England was 
Western Buddhists giving talks on the dharma. It was so 
refreshing to see that the teachings could be presented in the 
local language. I was reminded of the last words of Khenpo 
Gangshar who said that because of the universality of the 
teachings his attempt to teach Chinese officials through an 
interpreter were not entirely fruitless. 

At the same time it was an uplifting experience to see such 
interest in the actual practice of meditation, even though the 
attitude was somewhat solemn and serious, blending perhaps 
with the natural climate of Britain. The invitation to teach at 
Johnstone House Contemplative Community in Scotland was 
very significant. The wildness of the endless rolling hills was 
somehow reminiscent of Khenpo Gangshar's freshness, 
although the involvement with trusteeships and organization 
had nothing whatever to do with the atmosphere of Jamgon 
Kongtriil and Khenpo Gangshar. I tended to feel apprehensive 
of the power structure, but the inspiration of communicating 
the practice of meditation continued with a feeling of their 
presence, as was also true of the talks I gave. We were offered 
the opportunity to take over Johnstone House and did so in 
April 1967 when we established the Samye Ling Meditation 
Centre for the purpose of providing a place to retreat, study 
buddhadharma, and practice meditation. 

As the scene developed, the emphasis was on meditation in 
action. Samye Ling became the training ground for the living of 
daily life with the simplicity of meditation. But somehow the 
desire to expand, the romantic idea to make a successful and 
glorified empire seems to be natural and inevitable in the 
human mind. Materialism came to play a permanent part in the 
maintenance of the house. With great disappointment I 



watched the business inspiration and the center take a 
direction apart from my original aim. 

My return to India in 1969 took the pattern somewhat of a 
political and social obligation. But apart from that, I had a 
memorable retreat at Taktsang in Bhutan, where it seemed that 
I was reunited with Guru Padmasambhava, who had meditated 
there before bringing Buddhism to Tibet. There I experienced 
again the powerful and wild yogi quality of Khenpo Gangshar. 

Coming back to Britain, there was the question of whether to 
continue the experience of Taktsang. The hesitation was 
powerfully expressed in a car crash in May 1969 in which I was 
paralyzed on the left side. This led to my taking off the robe. 
The purpose of this was to gain for me personally the strength 
to continue teaching by unmasking, and also to do away with 
the 'exotic' externals which were too fascinating to students in 
the West. These had a devastating effect, as the law of karma 
clearly manifested. You cannot keep up hypocrisy until the very 
attainment of enlightenment; sooner or later the covering 
shatters and you have to face direct and honest 
communication. 

It was a question of relating in terms of the image as "monk" 
or of just ordinary man. The attempt to keep control of such 
powerful energy in this situation highlighted for me the 
necessity of a union of wisdom and skill, both for my own sake 
as teacher as well as for my pupils. Such exposure was 
overwhelming. It was a direct message, as Jamgon Kongtrul 
had taught, of seeing the guru in the current event of 
situations. The accident not only brought me more completely 
in touch with wisdom again but it also finally cut through the 
seduction of materialism. Keeping the image of monk in order 
to handle situations was an imbalance of skillful means. 

When a guru makes a great change in his life, it is often an 
opening for great chaos among the pupils who regard him as 
an object of security. Very few are able to go along with the 
change. In this case it was as if removing the mask or 
destroying the image provoked uncontrolled passions and 
possessiveness among disciples and friends. Great ignorance 



and paranoia pervaded, in that each person ignored his own 
reaction and projected it onto the situation. Nevertheless, the 
creative energy continued with strong conviction and the 
direction was still clear. 

During this time my marriage to my wife Diana took place in 
January 1970. This brought an even stronger reaction among 
the more possessive followers who regarded their guru as 
“lover." They began what may be called “hunting the guru." 
When this occurs the person is no longer open to teaching. The 
ego game is so strong that everything nourishes it and the 
person wants only to manipulate, so that in a sense he kills the 
guru with his own ignorance. 

This situation reminded me of the time when Jamgon 
Kongtriil's disciples tried, with the best of intentions, to 
reinterpret with their scholarly research his, Jamgon 
Kongtriil's, own words in order to show him their real meaning. 
They attempted to help him out with tremendous violence and 
feelings of superiority. This ignorance of one's real purpose can 
be called the basic twist of ego. Such a situation requires a gap 
or space in communication which allows passion to lose its 
intensity; then creative communication can continue. 

At this time, in much the same pattern as in my coming to 
Britain from India, there was a succession of coincidences 
including invitations from spiritual friends to come to North 
America to teach. I decided to come for a time. I do not believe 
that there is a divine providence as such, but the situation of 
karma and the wildness of Khenpo Gangshar and Jamgon 
Kongtriil directed me to cross the Atlantic with my wife in the 
spring of 1970. 

Because of visa difficulties, we had to stay in Canada for six 
weeks or so. As happens, this turned out to be a good 
opportunity to feel the ground and to soften our expectations of 
the United States. Requests for teaching presented themselves 
and I gave a number of seminars while waiting to go to Tail of 
the Tiger, the meditation community in Barnet, Vermont, 
started by some of my students from Samye Ling. The founding 
of this center was not premeditated but rather, following the 



teachings of the lineage, came about quite spontaneously in 
March 1970. 

This center, where there were both my old students and 
many new people, was the first auspicious circumstance of my 
stay in North America. The reception there was symbolic of my 
future relationships and experiences in teaching in the United 
States. One feels an extraordinary neutral energy rather than 
the reputedly destructive energy. As I found on subsequent 
lecture tours, this seems to be generally true all over the 
country in spite of the pressures everyone experiences. 

Responses to the seminars given in Vermont were very vital; 
serious interest was shown in the teachings and many people 
decided to go into long retreats, which seems to be the general 
pattern since then (California, New York, Boston, as well as 
here in Boulder, Colorado, where a second center is being 
started). 

My plans at the time of writing this epilogue are quite open. 
There will be seminars here and in Vermont, lecture tours, and 
whatever else comes up as the karmic pattern continues to 
reveal itself. 



APPENDIX 1 


The Administration of the Kagyil Monasteries 

of East Tibet 


tridzin 
gy alt sap 
khenpo 

dorje 

loppon 

drupon 

geko 


kyorpon 

chandzd 

umdze 

chopon 


champon 


nyerpa 


The supreme abbot. 

The regent abbot. 

Master of studies, in charge of academic work. He 
conducts both the hinayana and the mahayana rites. 
Master of rites. He conducts the vajrayana rites. 
(Both the khenpo and the dorje loppon officiate at 
these rites in the absence of the supreme abbot). 
Master of meditation, head of the retreat center. 
Senior monk in charge of discipline. Head of the 
administrative body. He receives visitors to the 
monastery and keeps lists of the monks and novices. 
Senior tutor under the khenpo. 

Senior secretary under the abbot. 

The precentor, in charge of music and chanting and 
of the timetable of assemblies. 

In charge of the arrangement of the altars and 
shrines and of their proper upkeep, including the 
decoration of votive offerings. 

Master of dancing; trainer of the dancers in the 
“mystery plays" of which each monastic order has 
its own particular form. 

Bursar, in charge of the personal finance, lodging, 
and food of the supreme abbot. He also manages his 
property. 



tratsang The collegiate council for the monastery, working 

directly under the geko. In charge of all the finances 
of the monastery outside the supreme abbot's 
obligations and all the festival properties. 
tra- A lay treasurer. All donations to the monastery 

nyerpa which come under the charge of the geko and the 
tratsang are received and administered by the tra- 
nyerpa. 

junior In charge of catering and domestic work; he can be 

tra- either a monk or a layman. 

nyerpa 

geyd Title given to a number of men with authority to 

keep order among the monks, who also attend to the 
general tidiness of the monastery. 
choyo Assistant to the chopon, who attends to the 
assembly halls, shrine rooms, altars, etc. 
machen Head of kitchen. 
jadrenpas Members of the domestic staff. 
jamas Cooks. 

chumas Water carriers. 

Except for the supreme abbot, the regent abbot, and the senior 
secretary, all other members of the monastic administration 
hold office for three years but can be reelected. 

All young monks on entering the monastery, from whatsoever 
background, must begin with the more menial tasks, rising 
later according to their abilities. 

Monastic Finances 

The organization of Tibetan monasteries was somewhat 
different from that practiced in other Buddhist countries. 

The Tibetans have always lived for and in their religion and 
from the time that Buddhism was introduced their religious 
centers have been the pivot of the community. Large and small 
properties were continually being donated in order to establish 



monasteries; the produce of these lands became a source of 
monastic income while at the same time increasing the means 
of livelihood for the inhabitants of the district. 

The tenure of monastic land, including domicile, cattle, 
horses, implements, seed, and incidental expenses, was 
granted to a peasant on a three-year lease, which might be 
renewed. In return he had to provide the monastery with a 
contracted return in kind and labor; any profits above the 
contract he could keep for himself. When his lease was up he 
was obliged to return the same quota that he had taken over 
and in equally good condition. The leaseholder had to provide 
the monastery with such items as meat, silk and its products, 
grain, etc., and, by trading, to supply the monastery's 
requirements of tea. Certain properties were allocated to 
meeting the expenses of particular annual celebrations. There 
were other less wealthy tenants whose contribution to the 
monastery was to provide fuel, consisting of wood and dried 
dung; transport animals such as yaks, horses, and mules were 
allotted under similar conditions of return at the end of the 
contract period. 

Every peasant owned his own small holding and was usually 
self-supporting. He was free to dispose of his land inside his 
own area but seldom did so. He was, however, expected to farm 
a given plot of the monastic estate every so many years. 

The abbot or, in cases when more than a single monastery 
was involved, the supreme abbot was responsible for 
renovations and alterations of the monastery. The income for 
this came from the personal donations that he received. The 
senior secretary directed the disbursement for the major 
projects, but the abbot's more personal expenditure such as his 
clothes, table, traveling expenses, guests, and petty cash or, in 
the case of a minor, his educational expenses was all under the 
management of his bursar. When he received large gifts of 
brocade or cloth the abbot would hand over most of these to 
the monastery. 

There was also the matter of farmland belonging personally 
to the abbot; the produce from this went to the monastery. 



Thus monasteries and peasants were always interdependent 
and in cases of tenants falling into financial difficulties the 
abbot would give them assistance. 



APPENDIX 2 


The Doctrine ofTulkus 


T o understand the doctrine of tulkus in Tibet, it is necessary 
first of all to understand the Buddhist attitude to "rebirth." 
It is true that the Buddha spoke of an undergoing of countless 
existences by each one of us, and almost all Asian people 
envisage life in this sense: Naturally, one has always to 
distinguish between popularized versions of this doctrine and 
its proper understanding by those who do not confuse the issue 
through overvaluing their individual selves. In fact, the 
Buddha's message was not that these countless lives possess 
an intrinsic reality, but that there is for all of us the possibility 
of a release from their illusion. He saw that a stream of 
suffering pervades the lives of men and other beings and that 
their desire to perpetuate their own individuality is one of the 
strongest forces keeping them wedded to suffering. He taught 
that to abandon the sense of "I" leads to release from all those 
tendencies that bring about successive birth and death; as 
Tilopa, an Indian sage, put it: The spiritual quest is like a snake 
unwinding itself. 

While we remain more or less enmeshed in a selfhood 
regarded as our own, past and future lives are continually 
being produced by those forces which still bind us to worldly 
existence. In the case of a tulku, however, the forces which 
produce his existence are of a different order. Something, or 
someone, that has no "individuality" or ego in the ordinary 
sense decides to work on earth for the sake of all beings. He 
(or "it") therefore takes birth over a certain period of time, in a 
series of human individuals, and it is these who are named 
'tulkus.' 

The influence in question may emanate from any of the 



archetypal sources of wisdom, which is the stable essence of 
the universe, or else of compassion, which is wisdom in 
operation throughout countless world systems. So it may be 
said of a tulku that he is an emanation of Manjushri, the 
Bodhisattva of Wisdom, or of Avalokitesvara, the Bodhisattva of 
Compassion; the Dalai Lama is known as an incarnation of the 
latter. In Tibet, a great sage such as Milarepa, known to have 
passed quite beyond the bondage of created things, is said to 
extend his influence over various lines of such incarnations. In 
the present book one finds lamas, such as Gyalwa Karmapa, 
Khyentse Rinpoche, and Jamgon Kongtrul Rinpoche who are 
recognized to be embodiments of particular spiritual 
influences. One such influence may in fact manifest itself 
through several individuals at once, as was the case with the 
five incarnations of the Jamgon Kongtrul. 

These are high incarnates; but not all known tulkus are of 
this kind. In some instances a man of advanced spiritual 
development, but short of final liberation, dies before 
accomplishing a certain task and returns to complete it. 
Another kind of incarnation is known as a "tulku of 
benediction": When a certain well-beloved lama dies, his 
disciples will ask another lama who has been closely associated 
with the deceased (the latter, as often as not, will be the 
presiding lama of their school) to locate his spirit; as a result of 
this, the lama, though he does not return in person, confers his 
blessing upon the one who is to carry on his teaching; the 
person thus designated for the task will then reincarnate the 
departed master in the sense of perpetuating his spiritual 
influence. 

Multiple incarnations, of which an example was given above, 
most frequently occur in fives, of which one in particular will 
embody the visible presence of the departed lama, another his 
powers of speech, and yet another his powers of thought; 
again, one will represent his activities and another his 
qualities. 

Readers who are interested in this oft-misunderstood aspect 
of Tibetan spirituality may also consult with advantage the 



chapter on the Dalai Lama and his function in a book entitled 
The Way and the Mountain by Marco Pallis (who contributed 
the foreword to the present book) published by Peter Owen, 
London; that chapter contains much information on the subject 
of tulkuhood, both factual and technical. The same book also 
contains two other chapters treating compassion and gnosis 
from the point of view of the Tibetan tradition. 



GLOSSARY 


Amrita 

Atiyana 

Bardo 

Bhikshu 

Bodhisattva 


Bon 


Buddha 


Buddha- 

mandala 


ambrosia, food of the gods; the Elixir of 
Immortality; also a metaphor for spiritual 
healing. 

'the Ultimate Way'; the last and highest 
vehicle of spiritual instruction. 

the indeterminate state intermediate 
between death and rebirth. 

a Buddhist monk who has received the 
higher ordination; a full member of the 
Sangha. 

one who is on the way to attaining 
Buddhahood; transposed into a higher 
dimension, this term indicates one who has 
been entirely freed from self and thus is 
qualified to work for the freeing of all 
beings still in Bondage to the world and its 
illusions. 

the old religion of the Tibetans prior to the 
coming of Buddhism: a form of 
'Shamanism'. 

'the Wake', who has won the victory over 
Ignorance (here likened to a sleep full of 
dreams good and bad) and attained 
Enlightenment. 

a symbolical representation of various 
levels and aspects inherent in Buddhahood. 



Chakra 


Choten 

Dakini 

Dharma 


Dharmakaya 

Drogpa 
Dud si 
Gelugpa 


Genyen 


a wheel or circle. Used in certain centres 
or focal points of the human body; with 
their special subtle and spiritual 
correspondences, which figure in various 
forms of yoga. 

see Stupa. 

a feminine aspect of divinity; a 'goddess'. 

the religion founded by the Buddha, his 
Doctrine; the law or 'Norm' governing all 
existence; any particular entity, thing or 
being. The dharmas are the innumerable 
things composing the Universe. (Dharma 
comes from a root out of which a whole 
series of related meanings can be drawn.) 

the 'Body of Quiddity' or 'Essential Body' of 
all the Buddhas; the 'body of the Norm'; 
the inexpressible reality underlying 
everything. 

a Tibetan highlander; an alpine herdsman, 
see Amrita. 

the latest of the four schools of Tibetan 
Buddhism, founded early in the fifteenth 
century by Lobsang Tragpa, surnamed 
Tsong Khapa. In this school great emphasis 
is laid on scriptural study and learning 
generally. Both the Dalai and Panchen 
Lamas belong to this school. 

one who has received the primary 
ordination; this is imparted at one level to 
lay adherents and at another to celibates 
training for an eventual monastic 



ordination in the full sense. 


Geshe 

Getsill 

Gonkhang 

Gonpo 

Guru 

Gyalwa 

Karmapa 

Hinayana 


Kadampa 


the highest scholastic qualification in the 
Gelug and Sakya Orders; a 'doctorate' in 
religious studies. 

a novice monk. 

'house of the Protective Divinities'; a 
special temple reserved for certain rites. 

a protective aspect of Divinity. 

a Spiritual Master; one's personal teacher. 

the head Lama of the Karma Kagyu Order. 
Gyalwa is a title meaning 'Victorious'; 
karma means 'action' and here refers to 
the activities of a Buddha. 

the 'Lesser Vehicle', contrasted with 
Mahayana, the 'Greater Vehicle'. The 
former corresponds to the preliminary 
stages of the spiritual Way. (This particular 
terminology belongs to the northern 
schools of Buddhism, in China, Japan and 
Tibet; the southern schools of Ceylon, 
Burma and Thailand do not use these 
terms). 

the school founded by the Indian saint 
Atisha Dipankara who came to Tibet 
towards the middle of the eleventh 
century; in this school special stress is laid 
on scriptural instruction and on the 
practice of loving kindness. The Gelugpa 
school (see above) was a later revival of the 
Kadampa. 



Kagyil 


Kalung 


Karma 


the 'Oral Tradition', the second oldest 
school of Buddhism in Tibet; whence also 
Kagyilpa, a follower of this school. Its 
characteristic teachings go back to Marpa 
and Milarepa, two saints who lived in the 
eleventh century; the former obtained his 
doctrine from Naropa, the head of the 
great Buddhist centre of Nalanda, in what 
is now the Indian province of Bihar. The 
Kagyil Order has numerous subdivisions of 
which the Karma Kagyil , to which the 
author of this book belongs, is one. Its 
present form was given to the whole Order 
by Gampopa, a direct disciple of Milarepa. 

'ritual authorisation' allowing one to 
engage in a particular method or to read 
the books relating thereunto; sometimes 
kalung indicates permission to recite a 
certain mantra. 

literally 'action'. In Buddhist parlance this 
word usually refers to 'action and its 
concordant reaction", cause of successive 
rebirth in ever varying states of existence, 
according to the merit or demerit thus 
incurred. Karma may be said to correspond 
to the 'immanent justice' of the Universe. 
In relation to any given being, karma is the 
'fate' that being has inherited from past 
causes and modified in its present state of 
existence, thus determining the nature of a 
future existence in the world. Suffering is 
the recurrent price of this process: 
Buddhahood is deliverance therefrom 
through an understanding of the real 
nature of things, including that of the 



karmic process itself. 


Lama 


Mahamudra 


Mahayana 


Mandala 


Mantra 


literally 'superior', by derivation a 'spiritual 
teacher', the equivalent of guru; such a 
teacher may be a monk or a layman. Not all 
monks ate 'lamas', therefore, though in 
India and the West the title is often loosely 
applied in that sense. (Concerning 
'incarnate Lamas' or Tulkus see Appendix 
II.) 

the 'great symbol', which transcends 
expression and contains the Universe; the 
most profound form of Tantrik meditation. 

the 'Great Vehicle' or 'Great Way' that 
leads beings to Enlightenment, to the final 
awakening. 

a symbolical design, usually circular in 
shape with an inscribed square, meant to 
serve as a 'mnenonic key' for those who 
practise yogic meditation under one of its 
many forms. Such a mandala may be 
painted or merely pictured in the mind; in 
connection with certain rites mandalas are 
sometimes carried out in coloured sand 
upon the ground. 

sonorous form expressive of Buddhahood 
under one or other of its aspects; formula 
pregnant with the influence of a particular 
Bodhisattva or Sage. The language of 
mantra is Sanskrit, the words are never 
translated. Such mantras play an important 
part in various rituals. Chiefly, they are 
'invoked', with or without the aid of a 
rosary, as a means of concentrating 



attention and as an element of initiatic 
method. 


Mudra 

Nyingmapa 

Nirmanakaya 

Prasena 

Rinpoche 

Sakya 

Samadhi 

Sambhogakaya 


a symbolic gesture, used both in rites and 
yogic exercises; an essential feature in the 
sacred iconography of divinities and saints. 

the earliest of the four schools of Tibetan 
Buddhism—the word itself means 'ancient'. 
The patron of the Order is Padma 
Sambhava who brought the Buddhist 
tradition to Tibet. 

the 'Emanation Body' of the Buddhas; the 
earthly form of the Buddha in this, or any 
other world cycle; also symbolical 
manifestations of the Doctrine, such as 
sacred images, paintings and books. 

exceptional form of divination only 
practised by initiates. 

literally 'precious one'. A title given to 
Incarnate Lamas, senior abbots and 
occasionally even to kings. 

the third in date of the monastic 
foundations of Tibet. The chief centre 
(whence the name) lies some seventy miles 
to the north of Mt Everest, but this Order 
also has many adherents in Eastern Tibet. 

a state of spiritual concentration; a yogic 
trance; also used of the death of any 
spiritual person. 

the 'Fruition Body' or 'Body of Bliss' of the 
Buddhas; the link between the 
inexpressible Essence and its manifestation 



Samsara 

Sangha 

Serto 


Shramanera 

Stupa 

Sutra 

Tag pa 
Taisitu 


in the visible Buddhas; the various aspects 
of wisdom, compassion and other divine 
names or qualities. 

the Round of Existence; the indefinite play 
of interacting cause and effect which 
expresses itself in the birth and death of 
beings, with its incidental suffering. 

the 'Congregation' founded by the Buddha; 
his dedicated followers; the whole Order of 
Buddhist monks. In the Mahayana this 
term embraces the whole company of 
Saints, in all states of existence. 

a golden crest ornament to indicate dignity, 
placed on the roofs of sacred edifices and 
houses; people of importance also put it on 
the heads of their horses. See illustration 
labeled "The serto on a monastery roof." 

a monk undergoing training: many monks 
remain at this degree and do not take the 
higher ordination for bhikshuship. 

symbolical monument, roughly bell-shaped, 
common to the Buddhist world since early 
times. In its Tibetan and kindred forms, the 
tiers and other details of a stupa denote 
various stages of spiritual realization. 

a book of the canonical Scriptures; also a 
theoretical treatize not directly concerned 
with methodic realization, accessible to all 
the faithful without restriction. 

elementary form of divination. 

Chinese title confered by one of the Ming 



emperors on the abbots of Pepung. 


Tanka 

Tantra 


Togden 

Torma 

Tulku 

Upasaka 

Vajra 


a sacred painting, usually carried out on 
cotton cloth primed with plaster and 
mounted on Chinese silk so as to form a 
scroll that can, if necessary, be rolled up. 
Patchwork tankas occur, but more rarely; 
also a few have been embroidered, mostly 
by Mongol artists. 

a treatise relating to methods of spiritual 
concentration; a book of instruction 
concerning particular forms of yoga. As 
compared with sutras (see under that 
heading), tantras remain relatively 'secret' 
documents, for the use of initiates only; a 
kalung is required in order to qualify a 
person to study one of these, while a wang 
(empowerment) is required in order to 
practise the method in question. 

a term used in the Kagyii school indicating 
one who has actually experienced reality in 
a high degree. 

a symbolical cake, usually conical in shape, 
to be used in rituals. (The Sanskrit 
equivalent is bhalinta.) 

see Appendix II. 

see Genyen. 


a symbol of the nature of reality indicating 
its eternal or 'adamantine' quality; a ritual 
sceptre, shaped like the thunderbolt of 
Jupiter. (In Tibetan it is called dorje, 
meaning the 'noble stone'). 



Vajra posture 


Vajrayana 


Varshka Vihara 


Vihara 


Wangkur 


Yoga 


the cross-legged meditation position 
associated with the Buddha and with 
yogins generally. 

the highest of the three Vehicles or Ways. 
The way from which there is no turning 
back until Enlightenment is reached. 

place for the traditional 'summer retreat' 
carried out by monks ever since the time of 
the Buddha. 

originally a Sanskrit word meaning 'a 
dwelling'. In Buddhism it is used for a 
religious building, usually a monastery. 

literally 'empowerment'; an 'initiation', 
conferred privately or sometimes also to 
groups, enabling those receiving it to 
practise a particular meditation or yogic 
method under a qualified Spiritual Master. 
In Tibet (as elsewhere) all teachings aiming 
at a supra-individual realization follow this 
pattern, though forms and rites will vary 
considerably as to detail. 

literally 'union', the same root as the 
English word 'yoke'. It denotes any specific 
method (including its theoretical 
premisses) of which the aim is to release 
the unitive Knowledge latent in the heart of 
man, by bringing under control the various 
dispersive tendencies of mind and body. A 
Yogi is one who practises such a method 
and, more especially, one who in virtue of 
the Knowledge thus awakened has 
qualified as a Master of this spiritual art. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Chogyam Trungpa was a Buddhist teacher who was born in 
Tibet in 1940 and died in Nova Scotia, Canada, in 1987. He was 
one of the first to teach Westerners, even living with them and 
sharing their lives. 

There are numerous gurus who are known to be true heirs of 
the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. But there is something unique 
about Chogyam Trungpa. It is difficult to define what is so 
singular about him, but this book offers an approach. 

It is important to note that no other Tibetan guru has so 
distanced himself from his original culture. A commonly held 
belief is that spiritual practice is inseparable from its cultural 
context. 

For many years, Zen masters considered that it was 
impossible to teach Buddhism to Westerners. So their first 
European disciples took up a Japanese lifestyle. 

Chogyam Trungpa never wanted his students to become 
Tibetan. He believed that when Buddhism is transmitted to the 
West, it should give rise to a Western Buddhism, and this could 
only occur after profound reflection about the language and the 
culture in which the dharma could be established. Such was 
the huge task that Chogyam Trungpa undertook by immersing 
himself in the Western world. As he himself explained, 
becoming a Buddhist is not a matter of trying to live up to what 
you would like to be, but an attempt to be what you are: “This 
possibility is connected with seeing our confusion, or misery 
and pain, but not making these discoveries into an answer. 
Instead we explore further and further and further without 
looking for an answer. It is a process of working with ourselves. 



with our lives, with our psychology, without looking for an 
answer but seeing things as they are—seeing what goes on in 
our heads directly and simply, absolutely literally If we can 
undertake a process like that, then there is a tremendous 
possibility that our confusion—the chaos and neurosis that goes 
on in our minds—might become a further basis for 
investigation." 1 

With this in mind, Chogyam Trungpa paid constant attention 
to education. He set up several schools and a university; he 
organized interreligious meetings at a time when they were 
scarce (while showing a profound interest in Christianity and 
Judaism, as well as other schools of Buddhism that were little 
known in Tibet); he was extremely sensitive to the role played 
by artists, poets, painters, and musicians with whom he 
regularly worked. He met numerous members of the avant- 
garde of the time; he analyzed the West's economic situation 
and how he could make a significant contribution to it; he gave 
thought to medicine and how to assuage the ills of the body as 
well as the mind; he became passionate about politics as a 
means of living in community and thought deeply about ecology 
and our relationship with our environment. 

In many ways, Chogyam Trungpa is reminiscent of those 
stained-glass windows, made of a large number of facets, that 
decorate Gothic cathedrals. Like them, he dazzles you. The only 
inappropriate aspect of this analogy is that while such prolific 
richness can seem dazzling, such brilliance can also provoke 
the greatest terror when it exposes the depth of our own 
imbecility. 

The word imbecile comes from the Latin imbecillus, which 
means "not having a stick." An imbecile is someone with no 
leaning post. Caught in the web of thought's changing fashions 
and habits, he has been lost in obscurity. This is just what 
Buddhism means by samsara, an endless circle spun by our 
beliefs and opinions, without the slightest attention to what 
really is. 

The basis of Buddhism, like all authentic practices, is the 
affirmation that it is possible to find a genuine stick to lean on. 


that a real world does exist beyond the one we build for 
ourselves and try to adhere to, come what may 

In a period marked by cynicism, there is a good deal of 
provocation in the idea that there is a path that can reveal the 
possibility of living otherwise—in other words, that the aim of 
life is not to become a good consumer or producer. 

In reality, such an idea is often downplayed. Most of the 
press, books, and seminars devoted to spirituality set about 
doing so, for various reasons. Buddhism is often presented as 
being an atheistic—or at best agnostic—teaching, which is 
scientific and rational, which can be diluted into the “values" of 
modern society. It is also presented as a form of psychological 
therapy leading to a better existence, or else as a bulwark 
providing cheap and easy protection against the stress of 
modern life. 

When Buddhism is mingled with the West in such a way, not 
much of it is left. 

But if more attention is paid to how Buddhism can be 
introduced into the West without being watered down by the 
media machine and the world of show business, then the work 
of Chogyam Trungpa becomes vital, because he was the first to 
warn us with prophetic clarity against the swamp we are 
sinking into ever deeper. 

Chogyam Trungpa presented Buddhism in such a way that it 
can take root anywhere. He wanted its teachings to become 
part of everybody's daily life and meaningful in our society. 

Buddhism is not a religion, as he frequently explained; it is a 
way of life. 2 Spirituality must not be a specific field, excluded 
from the social and secular world. 

A presentation of Chogyam Trungpa cannot be limited to the 
work of the man, no matter how exceptional he was. It also 
entails examining a truly historic event: a completely novel 
meeting between the East and the West. Beyond Buddhism, 
Chogyam Trungpa decided to become an intrinsic part of our 
destiny so as to transform it—in other words, to liberate its 
dignity and greatness. 


In writing this book, I considered several possible ways of 
presenting Chogyam Trungpa. I immediately excluded the idea 
of writing a biography because such a psychological approach 
seemed both reductive and inappropriate to the very notion of 
egolessness as explained in Buddhist teaching. 

Furthermore, who can pretend to know what Chogyam 
Trungpa thought? 

Walter Fordham lived with him for a long time and organized 
his domestic life. When I interviewed him, he told me that 
every time Chogyam Trungpa came back from a trip, Walter 
felt as though he didn't know him anymore. He had changed so 
much that he seemed like a stranger. When you thought you 
knew who Chogyam Trungpa was, when you believed you had 
grasped your relationship with him, he broke down all your 
convictions. He never stayed still. As Walter told me: "I never 
knew who he was; he'll always be a mystery for me. The trap 
some of his students fell into was to believe they had a personal 
relationship with him. No one was ever at ease with him. His 
relationship with us was more intimate than that. He 
completely saw through all of us, but at the same time the 
whole situation was so light. He was so passionate about who 
you were, while at the same time it didn't matter." This is why 
it seemed to me that describing Chogyam Trungpa's personal 
experience would be impossible. No book could ever pretend to 
"grasp" such a man. 

There was another possible approach: to produce a namthar, 
a traditional tale describing the life and teachings of a guru, 
written by his disciples. Such a project would imply a 
realization of his teachings, which is beyond my powers. 
Furthermore, it could not become truly meaningful in our 
modern world without being adapted and transformed, and 
thus disfigured. 

Instead, I decided to sketch a series of portraits that would 
serve as a series of entrances into the world of Chogyam 
Trungpa. 

Chogyam Trungpa is not a historical figure belonging to the 
past. He remains present in his works and continually offers us 



new ways to touch our hearts here and now. 

Each chapter has been conceived as a facet of this work, 
capable of revealing a sacred vision—the capacity to see the 
beauty and space of all experience. The entirety of Chogyam 
Trungpa's life and work was devoted to transmitting the spirit 
of enlightenment, and no encounter with him is ever 
superficial. This is why, wherever he went, people were waiting 
for him, lining up to greet him. This should not be seen as the 
expression of fanaticism or mere protocol, but instead as the 
burning desire to enter into contact with that space. 

The life of Chogyam Trungpa surpasses all comparison. As 
we shall see, it shocked many people and continues to disturb 
others. 

Great spiritual masters abandon all conventions and require 
no recognition. They are ready to take any number of risks in 
order to communicate enlightenment to their disciples: The 
master “constantly challenges his students to step beyond 
themselves, to step out into the vast and brilliant world of 
reality in which he abides. The challenge that he provides is 
not so much that he is always setting hurdles or egging them 
on. Rather, his authentic presence is a constant challenge to be 
genuine and true ." 3 

But such excess cannot become meaningful only in the 
context that produced it. Certain surprising things he did can 
seem shocking today, and may also have seemed brutal or crazy 
at the time, but thanks to them the persons they were aimed at 
were able to open fully. It is thus difficult to judge them now. 
But any attempt to conceal his more disconcerting side would 
also water down the character of Chogyam Trungpa. I have 
tried to find a happy medium between this and the essential 
message of his work, while constantly examining the question 
of how Chogyam Trungpa had the power, and still has the 
power today, to enlighten us. 


1. Crazy Wisdom, pp. 9-10. 

2. See, for example, "Buddhism is not a national religious approach," Crazy 


Wisdom, p. 55, and "I don't think Buddhism should be regarded as a religion, but as 
a social realization," in Annual Report to the Sangha, 1985-1986, Vajradhatu 
Publications. 

3. Shambhala: The Sacred Path of the Warrior (Shambhala Library, 2003), p. 210. 


Chapter One 

Portrait of Chogyam Trungpa in 1970 



photo: Chogyam Trungpa teaching at Tail of the Tiger, at the beginning of 
the 1970s. Photographer unknown. Shambhala Archives. 


This person called Mr. Mukpo here is a very ordinary 
person. He has simply escaped out of Tibet because of 
the Chinese communist suppression. He is looking for 
possible ways to relate with the world outside of that 
Tibetan world and trying to share with people how he 
feels about his own practice, and his own feelings about 
what he has studied, what he has learned. That's simply 
what we're doing right here . 1 

—CHOGYAM TRUNGPA 

1. Encounter with Hippie America 

Chogyam Trungpa meets the hippie generation 


In March 1970, Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche moved to the 
United States after seven years' residence in England. 2 The 
hippie movement was in full swing. An entire generation had 
made its mark with its distinctive lifestyle, spirit of spontaneity, 
and rejection of the Establishment. Young people were 
questioning and protesting their elders' way of life. The result 
was a unique moment in Western culture. Inspired by writers of 
the Beat Generation, such as Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and 
William Burroughs, the hippies ridiculed narrow-minded 
middle-class conformity and advocated the use of “mind¬ 
expanding'' drugs such as marijuana and LSD as keys to 
freedom. The hippie lifestyle varied from “back to the land" 
communes or communal city “pads" to nomadic wanderings 
across the United States. Many were “flower children" who 
engaged in antiwar demonstrations under the sign of peace 
and love. Hippies were involved in a variety of experimental 
practices ranging from psychedelics and free love to art and 
mysticism, all in a spirit of highly undisciplined curiosity. 
Among the spiritually inclined, Hindu chanting, yoga, and Zen 
became popular as counterculture alternatives to conventional 
religious teachings and practices. 

No matter how naive these young people were in their desire 
for a world of “peace and love," their open-mindedness—and 
even their confusion—created a fertile ground for the arrival of 
Buddhism. It was in just this context that Rinpoche (Chogyam 
Trungpa's honorific title, meaning “precious jewel" in Tibetan) 
succeeded in setting up one of the first-ever communities of 
practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism in the West, which is still 
among the most important ones today. His achievements were 
prodigious: he introduced the Buddhist tradition in all its depth 
and trained one of his Western followers to become his 
successor and regent; founded a university (Naropa Institute, 
now called Naropa University), schools for children, and a 
program of secular education (Shambhala Training); started a 
new tradition of contemplative psychology (Maitri Space 
Awareness) and a theater school (Mudra Space Awareness); 
and published many books and collections of poetry as well as 


creating artworks as a calligrapher and photographer. 

But all of this is not purely the work of one isolated 
individual; it is rather the result of a meeting between a man 
and a generation, whose deepest aspirations he was able to 
embody. In entering into direct contact with the hippie 
movement, Chogyam Trungpa responded to the quest for 
authenticity and freedom that the hippies had expressed in 
such a confused way. 

As early as 1970, Chogyam Trungpa was speaking the same 
language as the young; he dressed in the same casual attire as 
they, and partook of the alcohol and drugs they favored. He ate 
the same food and slept in houses with them, sometimes on a 
bare floor. Chogyam Trungpa did not want to be seen as a 
distant master to be placed on a pedestal, but rather as 
someone with whom it was possible to have a frank, direct 
relationship. Moreover, at the time, Tibetan Buddhism was 
practically unknown in the West, and so it made sense to 
abandon the exotic trappings of a lama and meet people on 
their own ground. 

True communication beyond hypocrisy 

Diana Pybus Mukpo, whom Chogyam Trungpa had just married 
in Scotland, 3 recalls an encounter that illustrates her husband's 
manner at the time. They had not been in the States for very 
long when, one day, a young American hippie dressed as an 
East Indian came to their house. He went upstairs, saw 
Chogyam Trungpa, and asked, "I've come a long way to see the 
guru. Where is he? I need to see him!" Chogyam Trungpa 
replied that he didn't know and that the young man must have 
been given the wrong address. The American went back 
downstairs, disappointed. Diana advised him to go back up and 
take a second look. 

To be sure, it was hard to imagine that this man, then aged 
thirty-one, wearing jeans and sometimes a rather loud cowboy 
shirt left unbuttoned at the top, was a guru. He even smoked 
and drank whiskey. His very appearance upset conventional 


ideas of what constituted a spiritual master. 

In his early years in the United States, Chogyam Trungpa 
thus presented himself very simply He met people in the most 
direct manner possible. Being an honest person, he did not 
hide the fact that he was not bound by ordinary conventions, 
whether they were what Westerners typically expected of him 
or the conventions acquired during his upbringing. As a young 
tiilku (incarnate lama) in Tibet, he had been waited on by 
servants and had learned to sit still on an elevated throne while 
his visitors treated him with the respect due to his rank. 
Westerners had a very narrow vision of how the wisdom of 
Oriental sages was supposed to present itself. The commonly 
held opinion was, and still is, that wisdom manifests itself as 
disembodied calm in every circumstance. 

But nothing could be farther from the true wisdom that 
Chogyam Trungpa taught and displayed. According to him, 
wisdom derives from a "complete experience" 4 —no matter 
what that experience may be. 5 The purpose of the spiritual path 
is not, as young people then imagined, to attain to some 
ethereal existence in which the passions of life are replaced 
with a superior detachment, but is instead a way of being fully 
human: "Spirituality, from a superficial point of view, is based 
on the idea of making things harmonious. But somehow . . . 
that approach does not apply. The idea is not so much to make 
things harmonious and less active, but to relate with what is 
happening, with whatever struggles and upheavals are going 
on—trying to survive, to earn more dollars, get more food, 
more room, a roof over our heads, and so on." 6 

Before moving to the United States, Chogyam Trungpa had 
been teaching in England, but without attracting more than a 
few serious students; few, it seems, were able to appreciate 
what he had to offer. People expected him to behave like the 
stereotypical "Oriental sage," and he found this horribly 
hypocritical. Their desire for him to play a role implied their 
avoidance of any real contact with what he was saying. He 
described the period in England as "the first time I had been 
the object of that fascination which is noncommunicative and 


nonrelating, being seen as an example of a species rather than 
as an individual: 'Let's go see the lamas at Oxford.'" 7 
Throughout his life, Chogyam Trungpa refused to conform to 
common social cliches. 

In India and Tibet, generations of practitioners had dedicated 
their lives to perpetuating what the Buddha taught. In the 
West, should such efforts result in their spiritual heir becoming 
an exotic figure invited to perform for a few exclusive circles of 
"right-thinking" people? Was it for this that the Buddha taught? 
In Chogyam Trungpa's mind, the answer was clearly no. 

Chogyam Trungpa could have had many disciples in England, 
been greatly respected, and led a comfortable life, as some of 
his fellow exiles did. But that was not what he wanted. His 
aspiration was to introduce the Buddha's teachings in all their 
authenticity, holding back nothing of what he himself had 
learned. For this, he was ready to give up everything. He was 
incapable of deception. He thus decided to play down his 
religious status so as to be able to communicate directly with 
the people he met. He thus entered the everyday lives of his 
students. As one early student. Chuck Lief, recalls, when 
Chogyam Trungpa stayed at his home in Boston, he washed the 
dishes and helped with the household chores. 

For anyone who knows the formality and ceremony that 
surround many Tibetan masters, this is rather surprising. 
Chogyam Trungpa had sacrificed his thrones, servants, and all 
the ceremony that traditionally surrounds a master. When he 
realized that these aspects of his culture were meaningless in 
his new American context, he dropped them. 

Buddhist teachings insist on the importance of total 
renunciation. Such abandonment is a precondition of freedom. 
Chogyam Trungpa did not simply teach this basic precept; he 
was one of its most striking exemplars. He cast off his culture, 
his Tibetan background and habits, in order to touch people's 
hearts more easily. 

In his early years in the United States, one major activity in 
addition to his teaching of seminars consisted in entering into 
direct contact with all those who wanted to see him. It was an 


intense round of interviews, dinners, parties, and encounters. 
At the time, Chogyam Trungpa used to stop people in the street 
and ask them if they had heard of meditation or Buddhism. If 
they asked him questions, he would answer at once, offer them 
meditation instruction, and give them a copy of his book 
Meditation in Action, which he often carried with him. 

He kept abreast of the country's political and social life and 
questioned all sorts of people with great curiosity. He paid 
close attention to everyone's life and asked his students to 
correct his English. He became their friend. 

A challenge to inauthenticity 

During that period, while Chogyam Trungpa displayed an 
extraordinary openness to those who wanted to meet him and 
study with him, he was implacable when confronted with 
arrogance and hypocrisy. One day, he was invited to a gala 
reception with several VIPs in attendance. 8 There, he met an 
art collector who owned a large body of Tibetan work, from 
which Trungpa wanted to borrow for an exhibition he was 
planning. The collector came over to Chogyam Trungpa and 
said in an offhand way: “So, how is life treating you?" Chogyam 
Trungpa ignored him and went rapidly around the room before 
returning to where he had been standing. He looked the 
collector straight in the eye and said, “Life doesn't treat me, I 
treat her, and I'd say that I treat her quite well." And he left the 
room. Chogyam Trungpa refused to corrupt his vision, even if 
this meant alienating certain intellectuals and wealthy people 
who might have helped him. 

On another occasion, in late 1970, he was invited to give a 
lecture on Tibetan art and iconography at the prestigious Asia 
Society in New York. Some of his students told him that this 
was a good opportunity for him to get to know some wealthy 
people who were at least interested in the culture of Tibet, 
even if they were not drawn to its religion. Many invitations 
were sent out. At the appointed time, the hall filled with smart, 
well-off, middle-aged New Yorkers, all apparently curious to 


find out what this brilliant young Buddhist master, who spoke 
such excellent English, would have to say about this exotic art 
form. The time for the lecture arrived, but Rinpoche was not 
there. Time passed. The audience grew restless, and people 
began to walk out. 

Downstairs, Chogyam Trungpa, who had arrived on time, was 
seated in his car. He asked the student who had come with him 
to drive around the block. The exodus upstairs continued until 
Rinpoche finally made his appearance, all smiles, over an hour 
late. He sat down and started to talk about the practice of 
meditation, without mentioning the announced topic. An 
irritated member of the audience in the front row loudly 
opened his program to demonstrate his annoyance. People 
continued to leave. Finally, when there was just a smattering of 
people left in the hall (most of whom were his students), 
Rinpoche smiled and said, “Well, yes, some of you here may 
well be interested in Tibetan art and iconography, and in what 
the images mean. But I can assure you that this is pointless 
without practicing meditation. If your aim is just to collect 
antiques, then you will probably become one yourself." 

Whatever the circumstances, Chogyam Trungpa was 
unyielding. He refused to flatter people. He never set out to 
deceive, and he promised nothing. True dharma cannot be 
presented by wrapping it up in cultural exoticism. 

He never hesitated to tell the truth, even if this meant 
provoking the audience. At a talk in San Francisco in the fall of 
1970, he began by saying: “It's a pity you came here. You're so 
aggressive." 

According to Jerry Granelli, who was in charge of organizing 
many of Chogyam Trungpa's early visits to the West Coast, as 
soon as the audience for a lecture had taken their seats, Jerry 
would go and hide the box office takings in his car. He knew 
that some of the audience would be furious and demand a 
refund. Chogyam Trungpa would often arrive very late or speak 
only for a few minutes, as at the Dharma Art Festival lecture he 
gave in 1974, for which the audience of over fifteen hundred 
had paid five dollars each. People wanted answers, but 



Chogyam Trungpa refused to cater to their expectations. His 
purpose was to unravel the tangle of beliefs in which they had 
ensnared themselves. He thus exposed as purely artificial the 
hidden foundation on which most people's experience is based. 

When teaching, instead of reassuring those present, he often 
warned them: "Be careful; if you start practicing, there's no 
going back." He presented the spiritual journey as no pleasant 
stroll, but rather a painful process of exposure: "The Buddhist 
path is ruthless, absolutely ruthless, almost to the point of 
being uncompassionate. What we could say is that we are not 
looking for pleasure. The journey is not geared for finding 
pleasure; it's not a pleasure trip." 9 

His desire to communicate freely and intensely and his 
efforts to break through hypocrisy are two sides of the same 
coin, because hypocrisy makes any real heart-to-heart 
relationship impossible. During the seventeen years he taught 
in the United States, and regardless of the changing forms his 
teachings took, Chogyam Trungpa never hesitated to take risks 
or overturn convention if this could help people to understand 
themselves. He thus allowed them to experience his world 
directly and completely. He did not present himself in a 
polished way; he was willing to be shocking, incredible, 
strange, unexpected, or disturbing—for such was the nature of 
the teachings with which he was entrusted. 

But though some people were put off, many were attracted to 
him, and the more Chogyam Trungpa came across as irascible, 
the more they were won over by the open, direct contact they 
had with him and the more eager they were to study with him 
and learn to develop the dignity he had unveiled within them. 

2. His Following Increases 

Chogyam Trungpa's Meditation in Action, first published in 
London in 1969, was at the time one of the few books about the 
practice of Buddhist meditation available in the West. It had 
rapidly become a work of reference for anyone wanting to 
study Buddhism. In it, Chogyam Trungpa presents a surprising 


approach to "spirituality." The way of the Buddha is described 
with disarming simplicity As he explains: "As far as the 
teaching is concerned, it is always open; so open in fact, so 
ordinary and so simple, that it is contained within the character 
of that particular person [who seeks to awaken]. He may be 
habitually drunk, or habitually violent, but that character is his 
potentiality." 10 Chogyam Trungpa does not present the spiritual 
path in terms of the acquisition of some precise, external 
wisdom, but as the capacity to face our true selves as directly 
as possible, leaving aside social or moral conventions. 

Tail of the Tiger 

The first place where Chogyam Trungpa lived in the United 
States was a 400-acre farm in Vermont, found by four of his 
students who had met him at Samye Ling, the center he had set 
up in Scotland. They moved to the farm in March 1970 to 
prepare for his coming. With Chogyam Trungpa's blessing they 
named the place Tail of the Tiger, after an oracle drawn from 
the I Ching: The Book of Changes. Chogyam Trungpa himself 
arrived in May of 1970. 

Tania Leontov, who had studied with him in Britain and taken 
the Buddhist name Kesang Tonma, was then his secretary. She 
was an American and knew lots of people in New York, whom 
she invited to Tail of the Tiger. In July, Chogyam Trungpa gave 
his first seminar at Tail. His manner was extremely mild and 
humble. Chuck Lief first met him at this time and remembers 
how gracious he was. He was even rather shy, surprised and 
pleased to see so many unfamiliar faces that had come to meet 
him. 

After a few months, about twenty permanent residents were 
living at Tail of the Tiger. Almost a thousand visitors had been 
there, attended seminars, received instruction in meditation, 
gone into retreat, or shared the community life there. The 
atmosphere that prevailed at Tail of the Tiger was a cross 
between a hippie community and a Buddhist monastery and 
practice center, even if, at the time, the first element was still 


dominant. 


Colorado and the lack of a private life 

After his stay in Vermont, a tour in California, and visits to 
several American cities, Chogyam Trungpa went to Colorado in 
the early fall of 1970. He was delighted by the little house his 
students had chosen for him in the mountains. In December, he 
moved to another house, in Four Mile Canyon near Boulder. 

He had been invited to Boulder by several people at the 
University of Colorado, including Karl Usow, who had written 
to him in England about it. There were other offers, but Diana 
Mukpo remembers that her husband accepted this invitation 
because he liked the mountains pictured on the postcard. They 
reminded him of Tibet. 

In Rinpoche's house, people came and went and sometimes 
even moved in. One day, he and Diana quarreled over whether 
people should be required to knock on their bedroom door 
before entering. Visitors who had nowhere else to go would 
stay in the house and sleep wherever they could, sometimes 
just outside the room where Chogyam Trungpa and his wife 
slept. Chogyam Trungpa had no private life. At Tail of the Tiger, 
things went so far that occasionally someone would even follow 
him into the bathroom and sit down on the floor beside him to 
carry on asking him questions. 

In December 1970, some of his students decided to settle 
together in Boulder in a house that Chogyam Trungpa called 
Anitya Bhavan, "House of Impermanence." His first seminar in 
Colorado was held there, but neighbors complained so much 
about the noise that they had to finish the program in 
Rinpoche's house. (A series of talks beginning at this time and 
concluding in the spring of 1971 was to become the basis for 
the book Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism, published in 
1973.) In September 1971, Karma Dzong—a center for 
meditation and Buddhist studies—was founded at 1111 Pearl 
Street. 



Rocky Mountain Dharma Center 

In 1971, a decision was made to buy a large piece of land in 
order to found a rural residential center. After an initial search, 
the site the students showed to Chogyam Trungpa greatly 
appealed to him. The contract was signed on September 16, 
and the site was named Rocky Mountain Dharma Center 
(RMDC). 

A group of hippies living in a community in Boulder, known as 
the Pygmies, became Rinpoche's disciples very soon after 
meeting him. They adopted the motto "We're bodhisattvas and 
we live on East Arapahoe." (Bodhisattva is a Sanskrit term for 
an enlightened being whose life is dedicated to the benefit of 
others.) Despite an early heavy snow, at Chogyam Trungpa's 
invitation the Pygmies moved to RMDC on September 20, to 
live on the land. Many of them built their own houses there. 
The meditation room was the sitting room of one of the houses. 
When it was time to meditate, they simply covered the 
television with a piece of cloth. To earn a living, the Pygmies 
made buttons from deer antlers that they found on the land. 
They also made looms to spin cloth. In 1971, at least a dozen 
people were living at RMDC. 

A rapid expansion 

Just after the purchase of Rocky Mountain Dharma Center, the 
Buddhist community was given another property. A couple, 
Roger and Louise Randolph, presented Chogyam Trungpa with 
some land in the mountains of southern Colorado. They wanted 
this site to be preserved and not disfigured with buildings. It 
was called Dorje Kyung Dzong (Vajra Garuda Fortress). Small 
huts were constructed there for individual retreats. 

At Jackson Hole in Wyoming, another group of followers took 
over a hotel, the Snow Lion Inn. 11 From 1972 to 1974, when the 
hotel was closed during the off season, Chogyam Trungpa 
taught there. In 1972 he taught a seminar on Crazy Wisdom 
and in 1973, the first Vajradhatu Seminary was held there. 


The activities of the community were thus taking various 
directions. Chogyam Trungpa taught constantly conducting 
endless discussion groups and seminars, 12 without the slightest 
attention to his own health or well-being. He took so little time 
off that he seemed to defy common sense. He appeared to be 
beyond the measure of a normal human being. 

Study and meditation centers were set up in major cities of 
the United States and Canada where Chogyam Trungpa had 
taught: New York, Boston, and San Francisco, then shortly 
afterward Chicago, Berkeley, Los Angeles, Denver, Montreal, 
and Toronto. 

People practiced little in 1970 and did more or less what they 
felt like.There was no format or procedure for receiving and 
guiding new arrivals. Chogyam Trungpa received each student 
individually. 13 When he invited a group of Zen practitioners 
from the San Francisco Zen Center to organize a nyinthun (an 
entire day of meditation) at Tail of the Tiger, everyone was 
amazed by the realization that it was possible to stay sitting 
during an entire weekend. 

In 1971, Trungpa asked that each student meditate for at 
least an hour a day, and that those present at Rocky Mountain 
Dharma Center not kill animals such as the deer they found 
there. Slowly, without even realizing it, his students were 
becoming Buddhists. By the end of 1972, the discipline was 
becoming more precise. As with other aspects of his work, the 
process was gradual. He worked with the situation and took his 
time. For example, one day, during a community meeting at Tail 
of the Tiger, someone suggested that it might be good idea to 
set a time limit on the evening discussions, which sometimes 
lasted through to the next morning. Chogyam Trungpa agreed. 
He did likewise when it was proposed that alcohol should be 
drunk only at the end of the day. On another occasion, someone 
suggested that the group draw up a daily schedule and allot a 
specific time for practice. Chogyam Trungpa always 
encouraged these efforts to build a genuine Buddhist 
community, while leaving the initiative to his students. But 
sometimes he went further and surprised everyone. One day. 


someone asked if they should limit the amount of time they 
could listen to music. Chogyam Trungpa replied: "Just one 
evening a week!" 

3. Teaching Buddhism: From a Seminar on The Jewel 
Ornament of Liberation to "Work, Sex, and Money" 

The first seminar Chogyam Trungpa gave after arriving in the 
United States lasted one week. It was a commentary on a text 
by Gampopa, one of the great masters of the past, entitled The 
Jewel Ornament of Liberation— one of the classic texts used by 
masters to guide beginners on the Buddhist path. Such texts 
are known as lamrim, the Tibetan term for a group of texts that 
offer a full presentation of the different steps on the spiritual 
path. 

Chogyam Trungpa gave twice-daily talks that sometimes 
lasted as long as three hours. Teachings flowed from him like 
water from a fountain. What is striking is how different the 
teaching style was from the one he would adopt a few weeks 
later. During this brief period, Trungpa adhered closely to the 
Tibetan practice of offering many teachings but few 
instructions for concrete practice. In the Tibetan tradition, 
teaching usually consists of presenting a text, then explaining it 
line by line. In general, a basic work is used, such as The Jewel 
Ornament of Liberation by Gampopa, or The Great Perfection 
by Paltrul Rinpoche, or one of the lamrim gathered by 
Tsongkhapa. Such teaching, which dwells principally on the 
existence of suffering (the Buddha's "first noble truth") and the 
need to develop compassion, is addressed to all levels of 
understanding. It is thus assured that the teaching is 
appropriate to the situation. 

But soon Chogyam Trungpa began to teach far more freely. A 
few months later, in Boston, he presented a program entitled 
"Work, Sex, and Money," which marked a profound change in 
approach compared with the earlier seminar on Gampopa. Now 
he no longer made explicit references to Buddhist doctrine 14 
but instead tried to deal directly with the most burning issues 


of the day. His concern was to show that the Buddha's 
teachings were not aimed at a particular sort of person at a 
particular time, but at all of us, here and now. He had 
discovered his voice, characterized by a relaxed, free tone, 
plenty of humor, and a deep desire to share his own 
experiences. Instead of simply repeating acquired knowledge, 
he directly communicated his own state of being. He had an 
extraordinary capacity to address an audience and answer 
people's questions directly, in such a way that a genuine 
encounter took place. His teaching was an extremely powerful 
evocation of everybody's experiences. Chogyam Trungpa was 
so clear and accurate that he was like a hook that caught his 
students' hearts. 

Several influences explain the revolution he was to bring 
about, which would leave an indelible mark on the way 
Buddhism is taught in the West, even while his own style 
remained inimitable. First, one of his masters, Khenpo 
Gangshar, taught him to compose poems and speeches 
spontaneously. This apprenticeship offset the more scholarly 
nature of the education he had received. Chogyam Trungpa 
was also profoundly interested in the seminars given in the 
Theravada school, the Buddhism of Southeast Asia. There, 
monks give teachings on various subjects in return for the food 
they receive. Chogyam Trungpa was struck by the way his 
spiritual friend the Zen meditation master Shunryu Suzuki gave 
seminars in a free, spontaneous way. Finally, his education in 
Oxford from 1963 to 1966 provided him with an example of 
teaching methods that are extremely different from those used 
in Tibet. 

It is difficult to determine which of these various influences 
was most important in the development of the distinctly 
personal style that Chogyam Trungpa now adopted. His 
simplicity and closeness to his students were striking for the 
period, even more so than the content of the teachings 
themselves. People felt the warmth he had for them all and 
were deeply affected. For the first time in their lives, they 
discovered what being loved really meant. Chogyam Trungpa 



manifested a love that, without asking anything in return, 
recognizes and welcomes the person we are deep down. It was 
the force of this love that allowed him to break through 
everything that makes genuine encounters impossible. He 
identified these obstacles as "spiritual materialism." This 
notion has become so closely bound with his teaching that the 
two are often identified as one. We must now try to set it in its 
context. 

4. Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism 

The retreat in Bhutan and the realization of the universality of 
spiritual materialism 

A retreat that Chogyam Trungpa took in Bhutan in 1968 was a 
decisive moment in his life. For years, in Tibet, India, and then 
Britain, he had experienced intense frustration at the 
widespread corruption of true spirituality and at his own 
inability to reveal Buddhism in all its authenticity. 

This is the darkest hour of the dark ages. Disease, famine, 
and warfare are raging like the fierce north wind. The 
Buddha's teaching has waned in strength. The various 
schools of the sangha are fighting amongst themselves with 
sectarian bitterness; 15 and although the Buddha's teaching 
was perfectly expounded and there have been many 
reliable teachings since then from other great gurus, yet 
they pursue intellectual speculations. The sacred mantra 
has strayed into Pon [Bon], and the yogis of tantra are 
losing the insight of meditation. They spend their whole 
time going through villages and performing little 
ceremonies for material gain. On the whole, no one acts 
according to the highest code of discipline, meditation, and 
wisdom. The jewel-like teaching of insight is fading day by 
day. The Buddha's teaching is used merely for political 
purposes and to draw people together socially. As a result, 
the blessings of spiritual energy are being lost. Even those 
with great devotion are beginning to lose heart. If the 


buddhas of the three times and the great teachers were to 
comment, they would surely express their 
disappointment. 16 

Chogyam Trungpa's attempts to confront this distressing 
situation can be seen throughout his work. At the beginning of 
his retreat, everything seemed ordinary. But Chogyam Trungpa 
felt increasingly frustrated because he was searching for 
spiritual inspiration, and nothing seemed to be happening. He 
had no idea what to do to arouse energy. Then suddenly, one 
night, he experienced a profound spiritual inspiration and 
started writing The Sadhana of Mahamudra Which Quells the 
Mighty Warring of the Three Lords of Materialism , whose 
introduction has just been quoted. This retreat altered him 
profoundly. He could now face up to the distressing trend of 
our times, which he had seen at work in both the East and the 
West without being able to name it or deal with it. The obstacle 
that had constantly stopped him from being able to present 
Buddhism correctly was spiritual materialism. 

Many observers have, with good reason, denounced the 
materialism of our times. For example, the French 
metaphysician Rene Guenon, in The Crisis of the Modern World 
(1927), stated that in our day everyone's preoccupation has 
turned toward the material. 17 In his definition, to be 
materialistic was to be consciously centered on the material 
world and related preoccupations: “Modern civilization is truly 
what might be termed a quantitative civilization, which is 
another way of saying that it is a material civilization," Guenon 
wrote. “If one wants to be further convinced of this truth, then 
it is sufficient to examine the immense importance the world of 
economics has in the existence of both peoples and individuals: 
industry, commerce, finances; it would seem that they alone 
matter, which confirms my earlier point that the sole social 
distinction that remains is based on material wealth." 18 

Chogyam Trungpa knew that it was necessary to root out 
materialism in its more subtle and dangerous forms than those 
based purely on material comfort. 


The Three Lords of Materialism 

In his book Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism, published in 
1973, Chogyam Trungpa distinguishes three aspects of 
materialism, called the Three Lords of Materialism. We are 
constantly being deceived by the Lord of Form, the Lord of 
Speech, and the Lord of Mind. These three figures are 
metaphors for our relationship with the world. 

The Lord of Form corresponds to all our efforts to gain 
comfort and security. It involves "manipulating physical 
surroundings so as to shield ourselves from the irritations of 
the raw, rugged, unpredictable aspects of life. Push-button 
elevators, prepackaged meat, air conditioning, flush toilets, 
private funerals, retirement programs, mass production, 
weather satellites, bulldozers, fluorescent lighting, nine-to-five 
jobs, television—all are attempts to create a manageable, safe, 
predictable, pleasurable world." 19 Such efforts are expressed in 
the constant pursuit of wealth. But extreme asceticism is also a 
manifestation of this aspect of materialism: you can deprive 
yourself of many things and impose an extremely harsh lifestyle 
on yourself without necessarily renouncing egocentrism, and 
with the sole aim of acquiring greater comfort. Such 
materialism is based on the desire to control the world and to 
avoid all possible sources of irritation in our physical 
environment. 

The Lord of Speech is the use of intellect to control our 
universe better. We adopt concepts as if they were levers we 
could use to control phenomena. We see the world only through 
them. They become filters that block any direct perception of 
reality. In order to maintain a world in which we feel secure, we 
seek to understand everything. With this intention, any 
ideology or doctrinal system can become materialistic: 
nationalism, communism, existentialism, Catholicism, 
Buddhism. All these "isms," when seen as panaceas for our ills, 
become the instruments of this Lord. 

But the most sophisticated Lord, the Lord of Mind, does not 
restrict himself to the rather flagrant maneuvers of the 


previous two. He perverts the spiritual desire to become more 
conscious and aware. Many forms of meditation and spiritual 
practices in general are used with the sole aim of reaching a 
state of pleasure or happiness, in the attempt to "live up to 
what we would like to be." 20 On the contrary genuine 
spirituality is based on a realistic approach to oneself and to 
the world. 

Analysis of these three Lords shows that everything can be 
used in the service of materialism, and that it is not so simple 
as "the reign of quantity," to use Guenon's term characterizing 
our degenerate age. The desire for a certain material comfort, 
the intellectual effort to understand the world or a spiritual 
experience, are not intrinsic problems. They only become 
problematic if what motivates us is the desire to make 
ourselves invulnerable and to avoid fear or insecurity. 
Materialism consists in thinking that our existence should be 
improved. We ask ourselves how we can let go of ego and open 
up, but "the first obstacle is the question itself: 'How?' If you 
don't question yourself, don't watch yourself, then you just do 
it." 21 

The three forms of materialism derive from the effort the ego 
makes to reassure itself of its own existence. In Buddhism, the 
word ego does not have the same meaning as it does in 
Western psychology. It is an illusion that sets out to prove the 
solidity of its existence. In this sense, the ego is not a true 
entity, but instead an accumulation of habits and confusions, a 
set of hopes, fears, and dreams. Our entire relationship with 
the world thus passes through this filter, which checks out 
whether what is going on is advantageous to us or not. In such 
a perspective, undertaking a spiritual quest is merely the 
personal desire to gratify our ego, whereas it should, on the 
contrary, open us ever more deeply to what truly exists and 
provide "a way of subjugating or shedding our ego." 22 

One of Buddhism's most basic teachings shows the 
pointlessness of all the efforts we make to satisfy the Three 
Lords. As Pema Chodron, one of Chogyam Trungpa's students, 
put it: "There's a common misunderstanding among all the 


human beings who have ever been born on the earth that the 
best way to live is to try to avoid pain and just try to get 
comfortable." 23 Being honest and recognizing the reality of our 
suffering is the only way to break with the process. The 
spiritual way can then turn into personal experience. 

The catastrophe of our time is that it has become difficult to 
distinguish between authentic spirituality and materialism. The 
confusion between them is a sign of the times. 

The persistence of spiritual materialism 

Spiritual materialism is an obstacle to any authentic spiritual 
path: "There are numerous sidetracks which lead to a 
distorted, ego-centered version of spirituality; we can deceive 
ourselves into thinking we are developing spiritually when 
instead we are strengthening our egocentricity through 
spiritual techniques." 24 

Such criticism is not aimed uniquely at the West. Many 
Tibetans and Westerners have presented an idyllic image of 
Tibet, where so many people were supposed to be following the 
path of enlightenment. But Chogyam Trungpa, while remaining 
profoundly attached to his native land, often spoke of the 
corruption that was rife there. In 1975, in a seminar devoted to 
The Sadhana of Mahamudra entitled "The Embodiment of All 
the Siddhas," 25 he explained: "We definitely had a lot of 
spiritual problems in my country. People just conducted their 
little spiritual business affairs: they conducted marriage 
ceremonies; they conducted funeral ceremonies; they 
conducted ceremonies for the sick; they conducted ceremonies 
for the unfortunate. But there was no real practice going on; it 
was a big racket." 26 Materialism, especially in its spiritual form, 
is just as present in the East as in the West. 

In the United States, the situation in the 1970s was like a 
huge supermarket where you could go in and pick whatever 
captured your fancy: watered-down versions of authentic 
traditions, drugs, fake gurus and other assorted charlatans, a 
taste of Zen or Hinduism, even Tibetan Buddhism, freshly 


delivered. Many masters of the time, particularly those from 
India, followed this trend. They thus established their own 
territory and confirmed that of their disciples. To their 
followers, they promised ultimate well-being. They thus formed 
a mutual conspiracy that was denounced by Chogyam Trungpa. 
As he put it on arriving in the United States: "Spiritual interest 
is coming out more strongly in people now because of the 
character of this century; the river of materialism has overrun 
its banks. Not only are there endless gadgets and machines, 
but there is pervasive spiritual materialism under which the 
great traditions have become just so much milk in the 
marketplace. The twentieth century is the age of ego." 27 

Chogyam Trungpa felt that many of the spiritual masters who 
had come to the United States did not offer a true discipline 
that would allow us to rid ourselves of our constant 
egocentricity. Their approach was incomplete. He even 
denounced those who claimed to exemplify a discipline by, for 
example, wearing white robes, being vegetarian, or speaking 
softly. All of these approaches could easily be just a means to 
conceal spiritual arrogance. 

Chogyam Trungpa thus undertook a campaign that deeply 
marked the first years of his teaching. As early as the first issue 
of his magazine Garuda 28 which came out in 1971, he devoted 
an important article to this subject, entitled "Transcending 
Materialism." Whatever the circumstances, he never hesitated 
to attack materialism. When answering a questionnaire sent to 
him through the mail about what he thought of the "Age of 
Aquarius," he said, "I have heard this expression, but I don't 
think that it has any particular significance. It would be 
presumptuous to predict the future, but it seems that what is 
happening is that this New Age will develop a height of 
supermaterialism and that during this time, man's search will 
continue beyond that state." 29 

Everywhere, he cut through the mystification he witnessed. 
Once, over dinner, an extremely elegant lady was foolhardy 
enough to ask him: "Rinpoche, my guru has taught me the 
practice of White Tara, but he hasn't explained what it is. What 


is White Tara?" Chogyam Trungpa replied: "It's cottage 
cheese." Then, after a few moments of silence, he pointed at 
another dish in front of him and added: "And Green Tara is 
spinach." 

5. From Cynicism to Gentleness 

No more "trips" 

With ruthless accuracy, Chogyam Trungpa cut through 
everyone's "trip." This expression is typical of the hippie 
culture of the time. It suggests that we leave on a trip each 
time we depart from reality with a sensation of "spacing out." 
The aim of his teaching, Chogyam Trungpa explained, was to 
shatter these trips and bring the student back face to face with 
reality—which can be a painful process, especially for those 
who mistake their trips for reality. Without any hesitation, but 
not without humor, Chogyam Trungpa destroyed people's 
illusions. During a visit from a student who had already met 
several Tibetan gurus and who, following Tibetan custom, 
bowed down before him, Trungpa looked at the floor and 
asked, "Have you lost something?" On another occasion, during 
a lecture in New York, a student who seemed to be on drugs 
stood up and started asking an extremely long, intellectually 
convoluted, and clearly meaningless question. While the 
student was still speaking, Trungpa bent toward the 
microphone and blew a long ffff into it. Rather surprised, the 
student stopped. Then he took a breath and started up again. 
So Chogyam Trungpa interrupted him again with another even 
longer fffff, which, this time, finally brought the student to 
silence. 

Chogyam Trungpa opened people's minds. He made fun of 
anything that was too serious, pinpointing the precise spot 
where it most hurt. 

In his teachings, he explained that those who think they have 
found a spiritual path and are on the side of truth have simply 
fallen into the huge trap of looking for a savior and thus fleeing 



their own experience: "It's not so much that the doctrine has 
converted you, but that you have converted the doctrine into 
your own ego/' 30 The aim of the teachings is for us not to learn 
to be “right," but instead to be ever more open to what is. 

Meditation 

Confronted as we are with the rampant spiritual materialism all 
around us, the practice of meditation is the only weapon we 
possess. This practice consists in looking at who we really are, 
thus providing us with a naked experience of our state of mind, 
but without trying to reach any particular goal. Meditation is 
not a religious practice: “The practice of meditation is based 
not on how we would like things to be, but on what is." 31 Given 
that the characteristic of the ego is to view everything in a 
competitive, aggressive manner, it is starved to death by 
meditation, which aims at nothing. 

In other words, the sole alternative to the confusion created 
by spiritual materialism is to face up to our own experience in 
the present, in what Chogyam Trungpa termed “nowness." To 
achieve this, the only advice he gave was to practice regularly. 
He often repeated: “Everybody who is interested in any kind of 
pursuit of spiritual discipline should sit and meditate first." 32 

Embacing the situation that he found on arriving in the 
United States, Chogyam Trungpa did not ask anyone to become 
vegetarian, take monastic vows, or adopt any particular beliefs. 
It was simply necessary to meditate and learn to be here, just 
as we are. 

The second phase: open your heart 

Within two years, Chogyam Trungpa had created a genuine 
community of practicing Buddhists, both at Tail of the Tiger 
and in Boulder. He had also established a close relationship 
with each of his students. He had learned to appreciate them. 
The complete trust that he had in them is one of the most 
striking aspects of his approach. He adapted himself to their 


energies, their difficulties, and their personalities. He did not 
set out to transform them; instead he encouraged them to 
develop themselves and become what they really were. During 
one of the seminars he regularly held in the community, he told 
the participants: "I am sorry to be so crude, so emotional, but I 
feel I would like to make love to everybody in the community, 
and I feel that you can understand what I'm trying to say. ... I 
am putting my trust in you." 33 

On June 16, 1972, Chogyam Trungpa gave a seminar entitled 
"Phase Two." He remarked that the initial step of his teaching 
had been marked by a growing cynicism, based on the refusal 
to accept anything without close scrutiny. Cynicism, he 
explained, is a way to unmask everything that is preordained or 
doctrinal, everything that is imposed from the outside, such as 
the set of habitual mental reflexes we have developed 
ourselves, our own "school of thought" in which we are locked. 
His students were indeed ready to question everything that 
was explained to them and believe nothing. Together, they had 
put together a series of critiques on the various spiritual 
approaches then present in the United States so as to expose 
their materialism and hypocrisy. 

However, too much cynicism means we turn self-destructive. 
So it was now time to start the second stage of implanting 
Buddhism in the West and thus create the possibility of 
establishing honest relationships among people. Mutual help 
was required: "we have to develop a kind of romanticism. This 
is equally important as the cynical approach we have been 
taking up till now." 34 

This was hard to swallow for the hard-boiled cynics that 
many of Chogyam Trungpa's students had become, and there 
was much debate. But he pressed his point on numerous 
occasions: the students had to develop more compassion. While 
cynicism is the means to destroy the beliefs of the ego, 
Chogyam Trungpa showed how compassion could also destroy 
ego by cutting through our arrogance. In a seminar entitled 
"Cynicism and Devotion," he explained the importance of 
discovering the fresh continent of mystic experience, which 


had hitherto been a taboo subject: “Mystical experience in this 
case has nothing to do with astral traveling or conjuring up 
ritual objects in your hand or turning the ceiling into the floor. 
Mystical experience in this case is discovering a hidden 
warmth—the larger version of home /' 35 
Chogyam Trungpa brought about the destruction of spiritual 
materialism and cut through to the heart of the sardonic game 
that ego plays with itself in order to create “a sense of beauty 
and even of love and light /' 36 This deepening of his teaching 
inaugurated a new phase, the first in a long series of changes. 
Year after year, Chogyam Trungpa cast doubt on what had 
previously seemed to be the core of the teaching, while always 
finding new ways to enter the heart of the truth. 
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